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Introduction: Deployment Goggles 
 
 There is a phenomenon in the Marine Corps called Deployment Goggles. It is 
similar in many ways to a drunkard’s Beer Goggles, but there are slight differences. Like 
the drunk, women (or whoever you fancy) are far more beautiful than they would generally 
be. A four appears to be a six, and a six seems like an eight. In this way, these two visual 
filters are similar. Unlike the drunk’s Beer Goggles, a Marine’s Deployment Goggles don’t 
always make things more appealing. There are other alterations to your sight. An example: 
a stranger doesn’t seem like your best friend but may seem hostile. Deployment Goggles 
can make the harmless child with a backpack seem like a combatant. What if there is an 
improvised explosive device in that Dora the Explorer backpack? The child might not even 
know – might not even be aware. A father or mother or bastard of an uncle could have put 
that pack on that child’s shoulders and told them to walk over to you. The walking bomb 
might not even know its explosive potential—a ridiculous conclusion in America, but a 
conclusion derived from Deployment Goggles. 
 It isn’t just those intimidating Dora the Explorer backpacks. Deployment Goggles 
make you see many other things differently. After months overseas, you’re used to being 
sweaty and irritated and surrounded by the colors of brown and tan. Dirt, HESCO barriers, 
plywood. All shades on the Deployment Goggles spectrum of color. Coming home, you 
look through a chain-link fence and behold a marvel of America. It’s like there is a sudden 
crack in your lens of reality. Covering the land from sea to shining sea, you see a vibrant 
green. A lush, wet, beautiful green that hurts the eyes. There are fields of tiny little green 
spears that stick out of the ground and dance in the wind. Some part of you remembers 
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that these little spears are called grass, but the concept is still foreign. The environment is 
supposed to be brown, not green. It’s hard to remove your Deployment Goggles, but you 
try. “It’s just fucking grass,” you think to yourself, but it’s still too beautiful. You stand in awe 
of the ground and how wonderfully crafted it is. Whether prepared by evolution or by God, 
this vibrant and wet green is a masterful work of art that is pleasing. 
 This tiny crack in the goggles grows significantly, and slowly you regain your true 
sight. As you float through America, the child is less threatening, and green is less 
fascinating. Women are less beautiful. The world is a little duller. Less bright, less 
fantastic. The green spears are just grass, after all. Something sticks with you, though. 
You can’t forget the feeling of the Deployment Goggles, especially right after they started 
to crack. Eyes remember peering at piles of garbage along the road and wondering if there 
are IEDs hidden there. When you dream, the soft glowing skin of a naked body appears to 
you. It is far superior in beauty than the mortal body lying beside you in bed right now. You 
walk through nature and become disappointed. The trees are less psychedelic and the 
vines wrapping around them appear less like the tree’s exposed veins. It’s like finding out 
Santa doesn’t exist anymore; the magic in the world drains from your reality. The sparkles 
are gone. 
 A part of you wishes that you could put the Goggles back on for just one more 
moment. There’s a particular fascination with that world you left behind. The feeling of 
gripping your rifle and feeling your heart pound. Pure adrenaline of daily life. The thunder 
of artillery firing. You remember seeing a helicopter soar through the air, like some 
mechanical flying titan. Fingers remember reaching out and touching the side of a tank. It’s 
metal skin warm from being in the sun. Wearing Deployment Goggles is the most lucid of 
mind-altering drugs. Then, there is the experience of returning and taking those goggles 
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off. You see vibrant, beautiful emerald fields of two-inch tall spears. Gazing on someone 
that you love and realizing they are the most beautiful of God’s creations. You almost want 





 A line of busses crawls across Camp Lejeune. Inside the convoy, there are 233 
bodies, each belonging to a Marine returning from deployment. There are sweaty armpits 
and a most unsavory body odor caused by the hot August day. Each Marine is clad in a 
sun-bleached utility uniform. There are bags on laps, under seats, in the walkway, and 
between people. They vary in size, shape, weight, and style. ILBE rucksacks, seabags, 
backpacks, and even a computer bag. Elbows peek out of the frayed sleeves of blouses—
boots with stains from jet fuel, coolant, or several other cancer-inducing liquids. There is 
dust, sand, and debris in pockets that will still be there for months despite how many times 
the clothes go through a washing machine. Some Marines sleep, others talk, a few just 
stare blankly out the window. The energy in the bus is low, for now. 
 Corporal Hamask shifts uncomfortably in his seat. In his lap, there is an enormous 
camouflaged bag. He lifts it to give his legs a reprieve from the weight. Legs stretch. A 
sigh. The bag is lowered back onto his lap and immediately digs back into his legs, but 
Hamask doesn’t complain. The entire bus is overfilled, surely a fire safety hazard. 
Somebody sneezes nearby. Nobody says, “Bless you.” If one of them is sick, they all will 
get sick. Nobody, including Hamask, cares, though. There’s no reason to care about things 
that can’t be changed. The bus hits a pothole. The Marine to Hamask’s left, a Lance 
Corporal Lee, jolts to the right. He elbows Hamask in the ribs. 
 “Sorry, Corporal.” 
 Hamask waves off the unnecessary apology and looks blankly out the window. 
Hamask remembers being in boot camp and being a little too close to people. The Senior 
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Drill Instructor had discovered a recruit had committed the unforgivable sin of making a 
slight error in how he had made his bed. For this sin, the Senior DI proceeded to make 
their lives miserable all day long. The platoon had run here and there, done push-ups in 
the sandpit until failure, and at one point got into the squat position and held it until the sun 
had moved an inch in the sky. In the evening, the Senior DI had rushed the boot camp 
platoon through the showers. The platoon had gotten naked and ran into and out of the 
shower in a tight line to get “clean” for the day. While only a twenty or thirty-second ordeal, 
the bumping into each other on the way in and out was unpleasant. It was nut-to-butt for 
the entire duration. Hamask cringes at the memory. 
 The bus hits another bump in the road. Hamask’s hands grip the ILBE rucksack 
piled in his lap. Beside him, Lee does the same. With each uneven section of pavement, 
the pair cling to their bags like a woman protectively clutching her purse or a baby gripping 
its pacifier. It’s a similar story throughout the bus. Every Marine, whether young Lance 
Corporal or salty old Staff Sergeant, tightly holds onto something. Bump in the road, death 
grip on a bag. Smooth driving forward, loose grip on a bag. A quick jolt of immediacy at the 
slightest sign of anything. 
 Hamask doesn’t notice his or anyone else’s intensity at small circumstances along 
the drive. It’s just a regular flow of events. He does notice Lee looking past him and out the 
window. Hamask checks the window then looks back at the young Lance Corporal next to 
him. 
 “What’s up?” 
 “I don’t know, man, er, Corporal,” Lee responds, “it just looks weird out there. I don’t 
know how to describe it.” 
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 Hamask looks outside. One lane of traffic between the window and a forest. The 
forest is lush and vibrant. It’s rained recently. 
 “Hmm,” Hamask starts, “It’s the wet-lookin’ forest. You aren’t used to it yet. Our part 
of Afghan just had mud-brick huts and dirt and dusty covered military equipment. You just 
aren’t used to the humidity and forests of North Carolina.” 
 Plain and straightforward, not inspirational in the slightest way, but Lee nods as if 
Hamask had just revealed the secrets of the universe. 
 “Yeh, it looks wet, like paint or some shit. I don’t know,” Lee stops for a second and 
just stares past Hamask before continuing in a whisper, “but it isn’t just the trees, man; it’s 
the cars and the signs too. The cars, like that one there, just look wet, like shiny wetness. 
That one that just passed, it was red, but the glossiness of it made it look like wet paint. 
Those street signs, the speed limit signs, aren’t dusty or hard to read. They’re bold and 
clear and reflective. It’s just the colors; they don’t look right. They look wrong, or not wrong; 
they look unreal like they’re oversaturated, or I don’t know. I just don’t know. It just looks 
foreign. America just looks foreign.” 
 Hamask shrugs and looks out the window with Lee. Trees pass by, then a clearing 
with a parking lot and a building on the far side. More trees, another building, a parking lot, 
then more buildings. A gradual transition from leafy vegetation to brick government 
structures. The facilities are uniform in shape and size and ugliness. Unremarkable in 
every way. 
 The bus driver pumps the breaks then lets the wheels roll forward slowly. Lee 
begins tapping his hand against the bag in his lap, annoyingly. Hamask turns to Lee. The 
young Lance Corporal’s eyes strain to peek out the window, searching. There’s an 
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intensity about him, like a cat about to spring on a mouse. Hamask chews on the inside of 
his lip for a second before speaking. 
 “Chill out. Wait. Don’t jump up. Just wait, and chill.” 
 “Aye, Corporal.” 
 Lee scrunches up his nose and sinks into his seat like a pouting child. The bus rolls 
forward. A crowd is outside. Lee drops his pouting and goes back to looking out the 
window, searching the welcomers. The speed of the bus slows to a snail’s crawl. The once 
tired Marines are now bubbling with limitless energy, like cokeheads in a winter 
wonderland of cocaine snow. There’s the slow squeak of brakes and a gentle back-and-
forth swaying of the bus as it settles in place. 
 The bowels of the bus are still for one second. 
 An explosion of energy. Everyone tries to stand up at once. Bags pushed this way 
and that. A Marine tries to enter the bus’s central walkway, but his trousers snag on the 
seat's exposed metal frame. He falls over. Someone else, already in motion, steps on the 
fallen Marine’s hand. There’s a howl of pain. Another Marine tries to shove his way into the 
central walkway and bumps knees with someone. Cursing. Someone pushes someone 
else. Bags shoved in every direction. Military discipline and order are gone in a moment, 
and selfish humanity shines through. Excluding Hamask and Lee, there is a frenzy to get 
off the bus and join the waiting families. Lee stays seated but is like a dog on a chain trying 
to chase the mailman. He extends himself away from the seat cushion in a comical excited 
madness. All of the military-ness of the young Lance Corporal is gone. Hamask rolls his 
eyes and looks out the window, not for anybody but just to not watch the stupidity. 
 This bus’s lack of military discipline isn’t an isolated incident. To varying degrees, 
the buses devolve into internal chaos. The order-givers are appalled at the emotion of the 
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young Marines. Disgusted, the Chain of Command begins demanding order and discipline. 
Staff Sergeants, officers, and other senior Marines yell commands. People are shoved 
back into their seats. Marines are reminded that they’re Marines, that they aren’t “nasties.” 
Lee shrinks a little in his seat, not wanting to get yelled at by anyone. Order is 
reestablished. A procession of bodies files off the bus. 
 Hamask leans over to Lee and whispers, “We’ll be out of here in a minute or two. 
The higher-ups want out just like us.” 
 Lee nods. 
 The procession of reorganized Marines is crisp and civilized in maneuvering out of 
the bus, which leads to the process increasing in speed. Once outside, the Marines falter 
after a few steps and devolve into human beings again, shedding order and discipline. The 
crowd absorbs them. Hamask watches this systematic devolution from the window. Face 
unchanging. 
 Lee clears his throat, pauses for a second, then hesitantly speaks. 
 “You, um, sure you, uh, don’t want to come with us, Corporal? No reason to-” 
 “Nah, go be with your family. I’m sure they miss you. Besides, you’re not a Corporal 
yet. After September 1st, we can bro-down.” 
 At the mention of his promotion, a soft smile flickers across Lee’s face. He takes off 
his 8-point cover and looks into the desert camouflage cap. On the inside, near the base of 
the hat’s bill, there’s an extra flap of fabric. Like many Lance Corporals looking forward to a 
promotion, Lee has two chipped and old-looking Corporal chevrons on this inner flap of 
fabric. These chevrons match the ones on Hamask’s blouse collar. Corporal Hamask 
watches as Lance Corporal Lee rubs a fingertip across these hidden chevrons, the old 
chevrons that had once belonged to Hamask and to the Corporal that had come before 
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Hamask. A generational pair of chevrons of unknown age. Lee replaces the cap on his 
head. The Marines in front of Lee and Hamask stand up and leave with their bags. Lee 
eagerly waits for the Staff Sergeant to motion for him to go. It happens. The pair stand, 
walk down the bus aisle, and exit the bus. 
 Hamask looks around. There’s an enormous crowd, strangers everywhere. They 
grab at the Marines in front of him and pull at their clothing. Bags are ripped from the 
Marines’ hands. There’s shouting, cursing, “Praise God”-ing. Someone’s laughing. An 
older woman cries. A young woman tackles a Marine to the ground. He falls and lands on 
his back. She kneels next to the Marine. She looks like a Corpsman or Medic attending to 
someone, treating wounds, and checking for life. Hamask flinches. The tackled Marine’s 
hands reach for the woman’s hands and connect. Fingers interlace each other. 
 In front of Hamask, Lee looks around wildly and enters the crowd. He pushes past 
an ancient-looking woman that gives him a nasty look. Within seconds, the horde absorbs 
Lance Corporal Lee. A Marine behind Hamask pushes him forward. 
 “Fucker,” Hamask mumbles. 
 He trudges forward a few steps in the same direction that Lee went. Hamask stops, 
reconsiders, reevaluates. A pair of Marines pass Hamask and enters the crowd. Hamask 
shakes his head and begins walking around the edge of the emotional mass. Nearing the 
edge of the bus, he peers around it. Across the street, there’s a parking lot. Hamask 
smiles, walks between the buses, looks both ways, and walks across the street. 
 “Hamask!” someone yells from the parking lot. 
 Hamask searches the parking lot. Eyes filter out unfamiliar cars as he tries to find 
his friend. 
 “HEY FUCKER!” the voice yells. 
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 A hand waves in the air, beckoning him over. 
 A blonde-haired Marine is waving frantically with one arm while holding a seabag in 
her other hand. Next to her, there is a relic of a car. It’s a sliding door, generic soccer-
mom, maroon mini-van of the ugliest variety. The paint is chipped and flaking around the 
rear bumper. Next to Hamask’s friend, there is a woman in a sundress. She loads an ILBE 
pack into the mini-van. It takes a second, but Hamask recognizes this deceptively civilian-
looking woman. The civilian attired friend turns to look at Hamask and gives a gentle wave. 
The clothing made her unrecognizable at first, but the face gives her away. Hamask 
marches in their direction. He squeezes between vehicles. Clunk, clunk. 
 “Shit,” Hamask mutters. 
 After carefully passing the rest of the way between the vehicles, he turns back to 
see if he scratched or dented either car. There are no visible signs of damage—a sigh of 
relief. Before turning back around and continuing to the mini-van, Hamask looks up at the 
crowd between the buses. The woman that tackled the Marine is walking arm-in-arm with 
him. Her head against his shoulder. Hamask shivers in the August heat. Shoulders 
depress, head angles downward, breath exhales. A feeling of immense loneliness 
penetrates him. Lacking any remaining blood family and being single, the sight of Marines 
rejoining families and love interests isn’t comforting to Hamask. A small part of him wishes 
to be overseas still, where brotherhood was more relevant than the similarities of blood or 
the romantic connection between a couple. In a warped way, Afghanistan feels more like 
home than Camp Lejeune, which is dumbfounding to Hamask. He stands there, stupidly, 
for a minute. 
 “Hamask! Hurry up!” the blonde Marine yells at him, her voice clearly annoyed. 
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 Hamask shakes his head, turns, and walks to the mini-van. His mind completely 






 Lance Corporal Cooper arrived at Camp Lejeune, NC, one day before the rest of 
her platoon. There had been a clerical error, and there weren’t enough seats on one of the 
flights back, which meant somebody got switched around and left Afghanistan one day 
early. Cooper was the lucky selection. The extra day state-side had passed in luxury. 
Dismissed almost immediately by an indifferent Staff Sergeant, she donned civilian attire 
and got an iced mocha from a coffee shop. Lounging around, sipping coffee, Cooper had a 
fantastic day of low-intensity. The day deteriorated into the night, and then night evolved 
into a new day. This is where Cooper is at now; showered, dressed, and fully prepared to 
rejoin her companions when they arrive. She has two hours to reach their rally point. 
Cooper is searching for the last of the things she needs before leaving. 
 “Where the-” Cooper mutters to herself. 
 She’s on her knees, head down near the ground. Eyes peer underneath the bed, 
the first bed she’s slept in post-deployment. Cooper stands and walks to the closet. It’s full 
of things that don’t belong to her, just like everything else in the room, except for her 
seabag and IBLE rucksack in the corner. A woman’s clothes hang from the rack. Dresses, 
shirts, and pants. There’s a Patriots hoody with the name “Brady” on the back, most likely 
stolen from an ex-boyfriend. Underneath the hanging clothes, there are folded blankets 
and a suitcase. 
 “Where’s the folding chairs?” she says to herself. 
 Cooper picks up the suitcase to look under it. No chairs. She unzips the suitcase. 
The chairs aren’t there either. Cooper looks around the room, then goes to her bags in the 
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corner. Checking behind them, she doesn’t find the chairs. Her hands fall to her sides. 
Eyes scan the entire room as her body slowly turns. A woman walks past the open door, 
then takes a step back into the doorway. 
 “What’s up?” 
 “The folding chairs, the aluminum ones. I can’t find them!” Cooper responds. 
 “Oh, that’s already in the mini-van. I had to grab something out of the car and 
decided to move them and the cooler for you. By the way, you’re lookin’ good in my 
sundress, girl!” 
 Cooper looks from her friend down to the yellow sundress. It’s soft to the touch and 
far more comfortable than a military uniform. Breathable, somewhat loose. A perfect thing 
for a warm August day. Cooper sways a little back and forth. She feels feminine. No grime, 
sweat, or stink. No dust or sand rubbing against her skin in this sundress. Cooper feels 
human and splendid. 
 “I like it a lot. You’ve got great taste. Thanks for letting me borrow it,” Cooper looks 
back at her friend, “oh, and thanks for putting the stuff in the car for me!” 
 “Of course! I’ll see ya’ll after dark. It’s just you and two others that are eventually 
coming back here?” 
 Cooper nods, “Yes, you already know one of them, Huggins. She’s that blonde girl 
you met before we deployed, and the other one is a guy, Hamask. You haven’t met him. 
He’s good friends with Huggins and I. He doesn’t have any family, so he’ll be coming too.” 
 “No family?” 
 “Apparently not, pretty sure he lost them when he was young.” 
 “Shit, that sucks. Well, enjoy the drinks, and I’ll see ya’ll late tonight.” 
 “Thanks,” Cooper says with a smile. 
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 The friend waves and walks off into the house. 
 With supplies located, Cooper does the only reasonable thing to do. She goes to 
the car, drives to Bojangles, retrieves breakfast, and heads to the rally point to wait for the 
buses. 
o  
 Around noon, the mini-van pulls into the parking lot and begins crawling between 
the rows of cars, searching for open space. In the back corner of the lot, there’s an empty 
row of four spots. Cooper pulls into a place next to the sidewalk, in the far corner of the lot. 
The door opens; Bojangles biscuit crumbs fall to the ground. Cooper stretches and looks 
around. Hordes of people exit cars and begin trickling to the sidewalk on the opposite side 
of the road, a sidewalk in front of gloomy-looking brick barracks. On the third floor of the 
barracks, a Marine leans on the railing with a spit bottle in hand. Cooper can see a bulge in 
the Marine’s lower lip. The Marine raises the bottle to his mouth and spits dip into the 
bottle. Lowering the bottle, he continues to watch the crowd forming next to the road. 
Cooper looks down at the civilian gaggle and shakes her head at the disordered mass of 
people. 
 “Glad we agreed to meet at the car. It’ll take forever to find anybody in that mess.” 
 Cooper opens the liftgate of the mini-van and retrieves a folding plastic chair. She 
props it up in the shade of the liftgate and starts to sit but stops midway. 
 “Ah, right.” 
 Cooper straightens and returns to the driver’s seat to retrieve a vital possession. 
Sweat tea. She returns to her seat with sugary beverage in hand and mimics the Marine 
on the third floor. Unified in action but separated by distance, the two observe the civilian 
horde waiting for the buses to arrive. There’s a nervous-looking older pair with a college-
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aged woman standing awkwardly near the curb in front of the barracks. The older woman, 
presumably the mother of some Marine, holds a sign with curly bold green letters on it. The 
sign says, “Welcome Home Ko Lee!!!” The younger woman, most likely a sister of “Ko 
Lee,” is on her phone. 
 “Lee never mentioned a sister,” Cooper says before taking a sip from her tea. 
 Cooper begins looking for other indicators of people related to her peers, but the 
names on signs fail to spark the same reaction. Derrick Youth, Jonathan Nuzz, Daniel 
Blankshipper, Blake Tygers, Mark Ornstein, Megan Cambell. Names that Cooper has seen 
on duty rosters in the Company Office but not names of Marines in her platoon. A sip of 
sweet tea. The plastic cup sweats; droplets fall onto her dress. Cooper puts the cup down 
on the ground and taps her fingers on her knees. 
 “Where the fuck are the busses?” 
 Her vulgarity doesn’t summon the busses into existence, so she’s forced to wait. 
o  
 “Thank God,” Cooper mumbles to herself. 
 The first bus wobbles into view. Breaks screech as the driver pumps the pedal. Wet 
spots on the sundress have dried. The sweet tea is gone, and with it, so is Cooper’s 
patience. For a government convoy of buses, timeliness isn’t a priority apparently, a 
frustrating thing for everyone waiting at the barracks and parking lot. For the civilian horde, 
this frustration is replaced by enthusiasm at the sight of the first bus. Cheers, gasps, and a 
woman yelling “Look!” erupt in the air. In the parking lot, Cooper stands and twists back 
and forth. She stretches down to her toes and rolls her head from one side to the other. 
Crack, crack. 
 Deep inhale, an exhale, “finally.” 
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 Cooper smiles. She turns to the chair, lifts it, and folds it up. It’s placed between the 
other two foldable chairs and the cooler. A hand is placed on the lid of the blue plastic 
cooler. It’s opened. Peering inside, Cooper sees that the ice is still frozen. She reaches for 
a beer. Cold, it feels good. Cooper bites her lip and taps on the can with a finger a few 
times before returning it to the cooler. A sigh. She closes the cooler and turns back 
around. 
 “You two better hurry up.” 
 Cooper stands with folded arms and watches as the buses come to a halt. Through 
the side windows, she can see the Marines all jump up at once. Her head shakes, and her 
right foot starts to tap on the ground. From the front of the bus, a prominent African-
American Marine turns on the occupants behind him and yells, “WHAT THE HELL ARE 
YOU DOING? You will file off the bus in an orderly manner. What the hell has gotten into 
you all? You think you can act the fool just because the Company Commander said you 
were on Liberty once we arrived? Until you are off this bus, you have not arrived yet, and 
you are NOT on liberty!” 
 Cooper looks up at the sky. A soft whine comes from her mouth. 
 “Wwheeyaa, God, why is this taking so long?” 
 She looks back at the bus and then sits down heavily on the bumper of the mini-
van. Inside the bus, the Marines are organized and begin shuffling off. There are cheering 
and cries of “oh my God,” but Cooper remains unfazed until a familiar blonde appears. 
Shuffling between the cars with little concern for scratching them, Huggins marches across 
the parking lot to Cooper. 
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 “Dude, I swear, I was going to throat-punch those bastards. One of them jumped up 
and elbowed me right in the face! Like, what the fuck, man? Seriously? Have some 
common courtesy!” 
 Cooper laughs. 
 “Oh, hush! You don’t get to laugh. I won’t allow it, you hear me? You get to come 
back a whole day early and avoid the sweaty, cramped buses. No, no laughing for you. 
Take my bag,” Huggins drops an ILBE rucksack to the ground and lets it topple over 
against Cooper’s knees, “sitting there, laughing at me, what happened to us being friends? 
Is this how you treat your friends? Out of our entire Company, I’m the only other woman, 
and this is how you treat me, how you treat the only woman out of all the platoons, out of 
all the people in our platoon? The only other woman, and you’re laughing at me! Do you 
know what that bus ride was like? It was hellish! Those oafs smelled like B.O. from hell, 
and I had to smell it the whole way here! But, you got to come back early. I bet the male 
Marines you came back with smelled a whole lot better than ours. Total bullshit, 
unacceptable in every way! How dare you laugh at my suffering! You don’t deserve me as 
a friend. You don’t deserve me at all!” 
 Cooper giggles once more but then puts on a serious face and nods. 
 “Indeed, I am just so, so, so very undeserving of you. I’ll just take the beer and 
leave. I humbly apologize and won’t trouble you anymore, Corporal Huggins!” 
 Cooper stands, gives a rigid salute, and turns to close the liftgate. 
 Huggins breaks. A deep, whole-hearted, full-bellied laugh roars out of her smelly 
and sweaty body. Cooper turns back to her, grin on her face. The two women hug, a tight, 
affectionate, and long hug—a hug shared by only the closest of people. 
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 “Welcome home, fucker,” Cooper laughs, “give me your bags. The beer is cold, and 
I’ve got some folding chairs. Yesterday, I picked out a nice spot to drink at. It’s a private 
pier. A friend’s family owns it. We can park right next to the pier, take these chairs and 
cooler, and bask in the sun while drinking all afternoon. If you’re feeling up to it, we can 
even hop in the water and get all that nastiness off you.” 
 Huggins nods, “Just got to get Hamask. He was in the bus behind mine, I think.” 
 Huggins and Cooper turn back to the buses and search for their friend. Rounding 








 Cooper and Lee stand beside each other. There is a formation of Marines behind 
them and three stern-looking Marines facing them. Lee swallows involuntarily. The edges 
of Cooper’s mouth fight to maintain a neutral expression. One of the Marines facing them, 
a tall African-American Staff Sergeant, reads from a paper in a crimson-covered folder. 
The words spit aggressively from his mouth in sharp, loud, punctuated words that match 
the promotion warrant exactly. 
 “To all who shall see these presents, greeting: Know ye, that reposing special trust 
and confidence in the fidelity and abilities of KO H. LEE and SARAH M. COOPER, I do appoint 
these Marines a CORPORAL in the United States Marine Corps to rank as such from the 
FIRST day of SEPTEMBER two thousand AND THIRTEEN. This-” 
 A bead of sweat drips down Lee’s nose. It hangs from the tip for a second before 
falling. 
 “render obedience to appropriate orders. And-” 
 A breeze blows past the Marines. Cooper contorts her face. She can feel a sneeze 
coming on, but she forces her body to be still—a hard swallow. 
 “Armed Forces of the United-” 
 A helicopter flies overhead. 
 The Staff Sergeant finishes reading the promotion warrant. Two of the elder 
Marines in front of Lee and Cooper step forward. 
 “Congratulations, Devil. This-” 
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 Lee’s face brightens red as he shakes their hands. It’s a moist wet handshake. One 
of the elder Marines softly smiles. The other elder Marine’s face is unchanging. The two 
elder Marines step backward. Staff Sergeant swallows, then in a sharp voice, gives a 
command. From behind Cooper and Lee, two senior Corporals march forward. Corporal 
Hamask and Corporal Huggins follow the Staff Sergeant’s orders and march in front of the 
two Marines being promoted. Cooper feels the sneeze coming back. Hamask and Huggins 
turn to face the Marines being promoted; it’s a deployment fireteam reunion. Hamask and 
Huggins take a step forward towards Cooper. They remove the Lance Corporal chevrons 
from her collar and toss them aside. Corporal chevrons replace them on the collar. The 
backings aren’t attached, so two spikes extend inward. Hamask and Huggins each 
hammer one chevron against Cooper’s chest. The two spikes penetrate the skin. Cooper 
winces but smiles. Transformed, she is now Corporal Cooper. Hamask and Huggins move 
to Lee and replicate the procedure. Lee tries to keep a straight face, but a smile escapes 
as he becomes Corporal Lee. Small spots of blood form on Corporal Lee’s undershirt. 
Hamask and Huggins are sent away. Lee and Cooper follow the remaining commands of 
Staff Sergeant. 
 “Marines, fall out and congratulate the newly promoted Non-Commissioned 
Officers!” 
 The Marines of higher and equal rank shake hands then pound the collars of Lee 
and Cooper. Marines of lower rank shake hands and politely congratulate the two 
Corporals. Matching Lee, Cooper now has bloody spots on her undershirt’s collar too. After 
the congratulations are done, Hamask and Huggins take the two new Corporals aside. 
Huggins talks, Hamask just smiles. 
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 “You may be Corporals now, but we are still your seniors because we have more 
time in grade, which means you still have to listen to us,” Huggins hisses. 
 “Right,” Hamask chimes in, “and you know what you have to do now?” 
 Before Lee and Cooper can respond, Huggins leans in and whispers. 
 “Blood and booze. Hamask and I are taking you off-base to BioTech, after you get 
changed. You’re going to sell some blood to big pharma, then you’re going to take that 
money and give it to Hamask. He’s going to get some booze for you two, which you will 
then drink.” 
 Lee looks to Cooper, then back to Huggins, “Hope the liquor is something good, at 
least.” 
 “Depends, is pure Jägermeister considered good?” Hamask asks. 
 “Sounds delicious to me,” Huggins laughs, “Congratulations on becoming an NCO.”  
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The Painted World 
 
 Corporal Lee shifts the transmission from drive to park. The key turns, killing the 
engine with a “tunk, tunk” noise. Warm sunlight is magnified by the windshield and 
superheats the phone in the cupholder. Lee grabs the phone but then let’s go. “Fucking 
shit,” he mutters. Thumb and pointer finger snatch the phone and dump it into Lee’s lap. 
The collected heat transfers from phone to gym shorts to skin. Lee presses the home 
button, and a series of notifications come up. 
 “Message: Catherine Stevens” 
 “Message: Mom” 
 “IGN: New Dark Souls II Gameplay Trailer (Sept 18, 2013)” 
 “Group Message: Hamask, Huggins, Cooper” 
 Lee opens Cathy’s message first; the others can wait. The message, while short, 
delivers a curb stomp to Lee’s morale, crushing it. 
“don’t think it’s a good idea… real busy too, most I can squeeze out is 1 or 2 min on 
FaceTime. Srry. I’ll message you when I can talk.” 
 Lee sits quietly in the car staring at the message. 
The phone locks from not being interacted with after a minute. 
He continues to stare. 
 A truck roars past, billowing smoke and missing a muffler from the sound of it. Lee 
pulls out a cigarette and starts smoking, forgetting to lower the window. The pine tree 
scent of the air freshener fights a losing battle against the smell of Marlboro Reds. Another 
truck pulls into the parking spot beside Lee. No smoke, no deafening noise. A reasonable 
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driver. While muffled, John Denver’s “Leaving on a Jet Plane” crackles on the truck’s 
speakers.  Looking up from the black screen of his phone, Lee sees Hamask in a peeling 
red and white Ford. Lee puts on the appropriate mask. A grin, a wave. His hand opens the 
hotboxed car releasing smoke. He finishes the cigarette and puts the cigarette butt in his 
pocket just in case Staff Sergeant hasn’t left yet. The last thing Lee would want is to be 
picking up cigarette butts in the barracks parking lot for the next hour. Hamask is already 
out of the truck and retrieving bags from the back seat by the time Lee gets to him. 
 “Whatcha get to save me from this painfully sober existence?” 
 “Nothing, you’re not drinking, remember?” Hamask replies. 
 “Rude. You could still get a guy a gift, ya know?” Lee changes out the happy mask 
for one of mock sadness. 
 “Mhm. I would have thought you had enough to drink from your promotion party,” 
Hamask gives Lee a side glance and a smirk. 
 “Jägermeister,” Lee says softly with a wince, “that’s not what you got, is it?” 
 “No,” Hamask laughs, “that shit is trash.” 
 Lee exhales, “ah, good.” 
A Marine in gym clothes passes by with a leaking trash bag. Reaching the 
dumpster, he lifts the bag up and tosses it inside. There’s a loud “Gawddamnit!” as he 
wipes liquid from his face. Lee’s smile returns. All the brown paper bags are out of the car 
and being cradled in Hamask’s arms. Lee closes the passenger door for Hamask. 
 “Thanks,” Hamask grunts while shifting the bags so the weight is more evenly 
distributed between his arms, “By the way, if Cathy’s visiting, I won’t be in the barracks 
room until late. I’m dropping Cooper off at the bastard boyfriend’s trailer then going up to 
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Swansboro for boxing. Just, please don’t get caught by the Duty with Cathy in our room. I 
don’t want to get an ass chewing from Staff Sergeant because you broke the rules.” 
“Thanks, I, um, she’s swamped still, and I don’t think she’s coming down, after all,” 
Lee says. 
There’s a pause in the conversation. 
“Can I be honest?” Hamask states less like a question and more like a preparatory 
signal. 
Lee looks away from Hamask. Hands enter pockets. In his pocket, the cigarette butt 
is twiddled between fingers. 
“She’s bad news, man. She ditched you while we were deployed, and now she’s 
stringing you along. I don’t know exactly what you two have been talking about, but I do 
know it’s sucking the life out of you. You’re all excited when you get a text, then it looks like 
somebody killed your dog after you look at your phone. It isn’t healthy. Let her go.” 
“Thanks for the input,” Lee spits. 




Hamask nods. As the two men walk towards Barracks FC-515, Lee pulls out 
another cigarette and lights it. He blankly looks at the ground ahead of him, not seeing the 
parking lot but seeing Cathy’s email from a few months ago. A specific part in the middle 
sticks out the most. 
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Lee, I’m sorry. I just can’t take you being away for so long. It’s killing me and not 
healthy. Long distance just isn’t working out. I’m just not the military girlfriend type. I’m so 
sorry. I’m not trying to hurt you but I have to do what’s best for me. 
The cigarette in Lee’s hand doesn’t bother dropping from his face. A deep pull, an 
exhale, another deep pull. It’s an automatic motion. Hamask watches Lee but refrains from 
commenting. Instead, Hamask turns to the barracks ahead of them. A late 2000s rock 
song crackles from a room on the third deck, which is the top floor. Marines in civilian attire 
buzz along the exterior walkways going from one room to another. A uniformed pair of 
Marines stand outside of 515, poor posture with energy drinks in hand. The Duty Marines, 
poor bastards that are glorified babysitters for everyone else and solvers of problems when 
needed. Unwilling enforcers of rules. Volunteered by the Chain of Command to be the 
narks of the day. Sinners yesterday, saints today, sinners tomorrow. Pour one out for the 
Duty, and pray that someone else has the 24-hour shift this weekend. 
“Rah, Duty, how goes the War on Terror? Stop any Al-Qaeda attacks today?” 
Hamask remarks with a fake Texan accent. 
Lee comes back to life and reapplies a smile to his face. He cigarette salutes the 
Duty and Assistant Duty. 
“Nah, Corporal,” the Assistant remarks, “Only some vicious black mold attacks from 
this condemned shithole.” 
“The deadliest of attacks! You are truly the saviors of this nation,” Lee does a half-
bow to the Assistant. 
“I bring the sacrificial lambs for our saviors,” Hamask adds. 
Hamask stops and produces a small plastic bag from his horde of brown bags. He 
passes it to them, a can of dip for the Assistant Duty and a Monster energy drink to the 
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Duty himself. With penance paid, the pair pass the miserable sentries and enter the hive of 
degenerates. 
“Ah, Lee, put that Cigarette out or finish it outside. No smoking in the barracks,” the 
Duty obligatorily remarks. 
The Duty doesn’t bother checking to see if Lee does the task. Lee holds the lit 
cigarette in front of him, shielding it from the Duty’s vision. In the ground floor laundry 
room, former wing-side Marines argue with their current ground-side comrades over the 
difficulties of working on a flight line. A former wing-sider yells at Lee for his lit cigarette. 
Grumbling submission, “nosy fucker, mind your own business” is mumbled. Lee concedes 
to the second remark and puts the cigarette out. Hamask refocuses Lee on the night 
ahead, “If Cathy isn’t visiting, what’s your game plan for tonight? Want to come learn how 
to box with me? I’ve been looking for a reason to justify punching you in the face.” 
Hamask laughs at his own joke. It isn’t a genuine laugh, though. This laugh is one of 
those forced laughs that somebody makes when there’s tension in the room. It’s hollow of 
life. Lee responds with his own forced laugh. 
“Nah, thanks.” 
Lee lets the mask of politeness slip off as the pair climb the stairs, and a genuine 
smirk spreads across his face. 
“If I did end up going, I’d become just as concussed as you from you knocking my 
head off. I’d lose my edge over dumb meatheads like you.” 
Hamask lets out a genuine laugh, “Concussed like me? My skull is far too thick for a 
mere concussion!” 




“I’ll tell you what I’m thinking when we get inside,” Lee holds his head up high, and a 
springiness can be seen in his step. 
They walk the rest of the way to their barracks room. Unlocking the door, Lee holds 
it open for Hamask. As soon as he’s inside, Lee shuts and locks the door. 
“Okay, so I’m going to try to FaceTime Cathy in a little bit, but if that doesn’t work 
out,” Lee turns to Hamask and strikes a pose with hands held out in front of him, 
“shrooms.” 
Hamask sighs and mumbles, “Shrooms, really? Jägermeister was too much for you, 
but psychedelics are fine. Right, that definitely makes sense.” 
“No, no, listen! It’s been thought through. I’ll be doing a mild amount.” 
“What about drug tests? We could have one at any time,” Hamask retorts with 
irritation in his voice. 
 “Huggins works in the Company office and confirmed we aren’t getting piss tested 
anytime soon because there are no bottles to piss in! Something about black mold or some 
such on the bottles that they had. Also, we’ve got a long weekend starting today because 
of Labor Day, so it doesn’t even fucking matter! It’ll be out of my system by the time we 
have to report back on Tuesday. Plus, there are all the benefits over alcohol, see? 
Shrooms don’t mess with the gain train, unlike alcohol, so I don’t have to worry about my 
protein synthesis being jacked up and all the workout progress being wasted, and it’s way 
cheaper than a bottle of Kraken, and it won’t make me puke like Jägermeister! It’ll be a 
moderate amount. Huggins and I have been talking about doing it together since the 
promotion celebration.” 
“I’m not babysitting you tonight. I’ve got a boxing match coming up and I need to 
spar, unless you actually want me to get a concussion.” 
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“You don’t need to babysit me! Huggins said she’ll shaman me through it and be 
there the whole time. Super safe, my dude.” 
Hamask closes his eyes and speaks softly. 
“Christ, so she’s doing that cult crap with you? I thought she didn’t have the rug 
here.” 
“It’s not cult crap, now shut up; Huggins is doing them with me and has done them 
loads before. It’s a win-win-win. No babysitting needed, promise. We’ll be in her room, and 
she said, if we do it, there won’t be any way it can go wrong. It won’t be like the promotion 
party. I won’t puke on you, or anyone else, but especially not you, again.” 
Hamask places the bags of liquor on the ground and runs his hands through his 
short hair. 
“Okay, but promise me something,” Hamask states more as a demand than as a 
request, “after the phone call with Cathy, you leave your phone and car keys here. You 
don’t take them with you.” 
“Why?” 
“You make poor texting choices when drunk, and the last thing we need is you 
getting a DUI.” 
“Dude, I’ll be fine.” 
“Leave the phone and car keys, please.” 
Lee stares at Hamask. Hamask stares back, waiting. The air is tense. It’s like two 
cowboys waiting to draw their revolvers and blast each other. Intent eyes wait to see who 
will give in first. 




The duel is over. Hamask nods and turns his attention back to the brown paper 
bags. One bag goes in his wall locker, the other two go on the nightstand. Lee opens his 
own wall locker. The two Marines go about their own individual tasks; Lee changes out of 
his workout clothes as Hamask texts Huggins and Cooper. Lee takes a quick shower 
rinsing the sweat from the gym off his body. Black mold is in the corner again; they’ll need 
to bleach and scrub it away. Hamask brushes his teeth because he’ll be using his 
mouthguard at the boxing gym. Lee brushes his teeth more for the habit than for the 
cleanliness. Hamask begins stretching as he waits for the recently promoted but still 
underage Corporal Cooper to trickle in with her roommate and retrieve the contraband. 
Lee turns on his Xbox and plays Dark Souls as he waits for Cathy’s text. In the game, Lee 
quickly kills enemies in a haphazard rush forward. He’s on a mission. There’s a destination 
he wants to reach before they arrive for the alcohol. A checkpoint for the game. A solid 
mark of progress, a sign that his struggling hasn’t all been in vain. There are three solid 
police knocks on the barracks door. Lee kills the last enemy guarding his goal, a giant 
painting that spans from the ceiling to the floor. The Painted World. Hamask stands and 
opens the door. Cooper and Huggins enter. 
“Hello, hello,” Huggins says, marching into the room like she owns it, “how are we 
doing today, gentlemen? What’s this? Unsecured alcohol? And it’s liquor too! I’m going to 
have to confiscate this, Devil Dog. Tsk, tsk.” 
She grabs a brown bag and peaks inside. 
“Other one,” Hamask says coolly. Huggins passes the bag in hand to Cooper. 
“Thanks,” Cooper says, more to Hamask than Huggins, “And thanks for the ride. 
You really didn’t have to. I could have-” 
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“It’s on the way,” Hamask interrupts, “I won’t be able to pick you up, afterwards. 
FYI.” 
“That’s perfectly fine, thank you! You’re already doing so much!” 
There’s a slight hint of disappointment in Cooper’s voice. 
Huggins says, “Thanks,” to Hamask with a wave of her liquor bottle, wholly removed 
from the brown bag. 
“Sure, also, I put the change in the bags. Coop, you ready to go?” 
“Yup,” Cooper grins, presumably excited to see her boyfriend. 
“Later, ya’ll,” Hamask says, walking out the door. On his way out, Hamask makes 
eye contact with Lee and taps on his phone. Lee makes a face reminiscent of a spoiled 
and pouting toddler. Cooper waves bye to Huggins and Lee. The door is left open, so the 
Duty can clearly see there’s no funny business going on inside, not that he actually 
enforces that rule. The four Marines try to follow the rules, when the rules aren’t too 
troublesome. Huggins taps the liquor bottle against her thigh and bends over to look more 
closely at Lee’s tiny tv screen. 
“What’s this?” 
“Dark Souls, I bought it and a used Xbox with some of the deployment money. 
Thought I’d treat myself.” 
“Any fun?” she asks, turning away from the screen and looking at Lee. 
“It’s hard but satisfying.” 
“Hmmm, like all good things.” 
“So, um, Huggins,” Lee starts, “Is that offer still on the table? The sh-” 
“Shush,” she hisses. Huggins paces to the door and shuts it. The lock clicks. 
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“Yes, but only if you don’t say anything to anybody. I’m not getting in trouble 
because of your big fucking mouth.” 
Lee looks at the door. His face reddens. No mask of pretend, a genuine look of fear 
mixed with embarrassment. 
Huggins softens, “What about Cathy? You were so excited to see her a few days 
ago.” 
“She’s, um, just really stressed and everything, parents’ divorce and all,” Lee lies. 
“Understandable,” Huggins nods, “my parents never got divorced, but they did 
argue a lot. I can’t imagine how troubling that is for her. Are you two good?” She pulls up a 
chair and sits down, giving Lee her full attention. 
“Oh, yeah. We’re great. Just giving her space and all. It’s a real personal time. 
We’re going to FaceTime later, but I’ll be good after that. Just got to check on her. Make 
sure things are good. You know, girlfriend gets priority,” he awkwardly laughs, “but, um, 
yeah, I’m down for shrooms.” 
Huggins watches him for a moment, then shrugs, “Okay, want me to go ahead and 
explain things?” 
“Explain things?” Lee’s voice cracks, “you just eat them, right?” 
He blushes at his own ignorance. 
“No, we’ll make a drink with them. I’ll explain the whole process. Okay, some people 
can get an upset stomach when taking shrooms, so make sure not to eat anything or drink 
any alcohol before meeting me at my room. You haven’t eaten anything within the last few 
hours, right?” she casually says as if he should have known to not eat anything. 
“Nope, last thing I ate was around noon, but I did drink a protein shake about an 
hour ago,” Lee responds, hoping that the shake isn’t going to cause him trouble. 
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“That’s fine,” Huggins says in her most reassuring voice, “just make sure to not eat 
anything before or after you call Cathy. So, it’s best to do things in the dark, so the game 
plan will be once the sun sets, you’ll meet me at my room. Cooper will be with her bastard 
boyfriend for the night, so it’ll be just me and you. It’ll only last 3-4 hours, but things can be 
varied. During that time, if the trip goes sour, just take the headphones off and tap me on 
the shoulder. Don’t go groping or anything; I don’t need you grabbing me. I’ll pop you one if 
you do. Get me? Just take the headphones off and tap me on the shoulder. Things won’t 
go badly, though. This is an exploration of the soul, an internal affair. The music and 
shrooms will let you explore yourself,” She lets the statement linger in the air before 
continuing, “You got your headphones, right?” 
“Yup, noise-canceling too.” 
“Good, so here’s the deal. Don’t worry about anything except yourself. If somebody 
knocks on the door, stay where you are, and I’ll answer it. I’m not getting in trouble for 
having a guy in my barracks room. Oh, and you aren’t allergic to any animals or anything, 
right?” 
Lee thinks to himself for a second before answering, “No, I don’t think so. Why?” 
“Just the aesthetic,” she responds as she taps the liquor bottle against her thigh. 
She looks down at the bottle, “Shit, I guess I didn’t need this.” 
Lee swallows. A nervous excitement makes his heart rate increase. 
“Well, I think that’s about it,” Huggins checks the weather app on her phone, “looks 
like sunset will be just past 7:30, so let’s plan on 7:45. Unless you tell me otherwise, I’m 
going to assume you’re all good. Text me immediately if you change your mind. Clear?” 
Lee gives her an exaggerated salute with the wrong hand, “YES, MA’AM!” 
Huggins snorts, “See you in a few.” 
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She leaves him there, alone. Lee checks his phone and is disappointed to find there 
are no messages. He taps his phone against his hand and looks up at the game, at the 
painting on the wall in front of his avatar. Placing the phone between his legs, he picks up 
the controller and moves the character forward, and presses a button to reach out and 
touch the painting. His character’s hand sticks to the painting. Something within the 
painting pulls the character’s arm inside The Painted World. Lee’s character resists but is 
wholly sucked into the painting. The game auto-saves. The only way out of this situation, 
out of The Painted World, is by going forward. 
The Painted World proves difficult for Lee. He dies over and over again. Throwing 
himself at his enemies, desperate to succeed but constantly failing. He’s frustrated and 
wishes he’d never left the real world of the game. He dies again. Respawns, moves 
forward. Dies another time and respawns another time. Slowly and with exceptionally more 
caution, Lee edges ahead and progresses to the boss of The Painted World. Across a 
bridge and in a moderately sized arena, there’s a woman dressed in white with a scythe. 
The boss fight starts, and the woman turns invisible and proceeds to kill Lee’s character 
instantly. The boss seems like an untouchable opponent, like a phantom. It feels like an 
unwinnable fight. 
“Fuck this.” 
Lee turns off the Xbox and controller, defeated. The tv powers down automatically 
after a minute of no input. Lee picks up his phone. No messages. Nothing. Literally nothing 
from her. His head drops into his hands. Lee sits like this for a few moments, hands 
cradling his head as if he had received a concussion. When he eventually looks back at his 
phone, there are still no messages. 
He unlocks the phone and goes to her contact number. 
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He clicks the FaceTime option. 
Waits. 
The call times out. 
Lee feels defeated. 
He tries again. 
The call times out. 
Lee feels defeated. 
He tries a third time. 
The call is picked up. A guy is fumbling with the phone. 
“Hello?” the guy asks. 
In the background, Lee can hear Cathy ask, “What?” and then ask the guy to speak 
up, that she can’t hear him. Her voice gets louder as she approaches. There’s a brief 
moment where Lee and the bearded guy on the phone’s screen stare at each other. 
“Um,” the guy in the phone says. 
 Lee clicks the red icon to end the call. He hugs himself and bends over, pressing 
his arms and chest against his legs. The guy was shirtless and lying in Cathy’s bed. Cathy 
doesn’t call back. Lee feels like this guy has taken everything from him. It’s a feeling of 
being instantly destroyed, of pure defeat. 
o  
Knock, knock, knock. Lee’s shorts feel lopsided without his phone and car keys in 
his pocket. The barracks room key is far too light to weigh his shorts down properly. 
Huggins opens the door. Green. Lee is startled by how bright and green the makeup under 
her eyes is. Was she wearing that before? The emerald green matches both her eyes and 
her shirt. The color coordination makes Lee feel a little uneasy for some reason. It’s almost 
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like someone photoshopped Huggins to seem a little too colorful and vibrant. She looks 
less like a person and more like a piece of art. 
“You going to stand there or come in?” she says excitedly. 
“Right, yeah,” he snaps back into reality. 
Lee follows her into the room and closes the door behind him. He stops. Unlike 
most rooms in the barracks and definitely against Marine Corps Orders on how a barracks 
room should be, the room is lit by glowing candles. A smell of apples and cinnamon is in 
the air. The window is closed, and curtains are drawn to keep out any prying eyes. The 
furniture is pressed against the walls allowing ample floor space. Covering this floor space 
is a bearskin and blankets. Near the bear's head, there’s a mason jar, a bottle of lemon 
juice, and two gray cups. Each cup looks like it was formed from a fist-sized rock. Huggins 
reaches past Lee and locks the door. 
“Shoes, please,” Huggins says. 
Lee looks down. She’s barefoot on the floor coverings, and her shoes are against 
the wall. Lee obeys. 
“Socks too,” she adds as she walks over to the bearskin rug and sits down. Lee 
hesitates, then obeys. He wears a look of discomfort after taking off his socks. A feeling of 
being unnecessarily exposed. Shifting his attention to Huggins, he notices that she has her 
laptop in hand. Lee can see a playlist pulled up on a music player. Lee shifts his body 
weight from one foot to the other. Uneasy, uncomfortable, awkward. He lightly walks 
across the bearskin and blankets to Huggins, then sits down softly as if he were on thin ice 
and afraid he’d fall through. She opens the mason jar and pulls out two bags of dry diced 
mushrooms. Each bag has a small pile of dust in each corner beneath the larger pieces. 
“4g” is written on the front of each bag. 
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“Tell me what you’re thinking about,” she requests pleasantly, “it’s important to be in 
the right state of mind, so the trip is good. You shouldn’t think of anything stressful so try to 
avoid thinking about Cathy and her divorcing parents.” 
Cathy and the guy are all Lee can think about. 
“That’s a little hard right now,” Lee says. 
“I see,” Huggins nods, “try to think of something else. Do your best, then tell me 
about this other thing. It can be anything.” 
Lee sits quietly. The plastic bag in Huggins's hands makes a crinkling noise. A grey 
cup clanks against its twin. Lee thinks of the only other recent thing, “The Painted World.” 
“Okay, well, I was playing that game. The one from before, Dark Souls.” 
Huggins pours one bag of shrooms into each cup and then pours lemon juice in. 
She starts a timer on her laptop. 
“Cool, you said that’s a difficult game. Were you struggling with it? If so, let’s think 
about something else,” Huggins stands up and goes to the refrigerator. She retrieves two 
plastic bottles of water. The bottles fog up when exposed to the air in the room. Tiny 
droplets of water start to form on the side of each bottle. 
“I wasn’t struggling in it. Um, I actually got to that area I wanted to. It’s this place 
called The Painted World. You have to find this doll, then go touch a painting, and it sucks 
you into it.” 
Huggins adjusts her black spandex athletic shorts before sitting back down with the 
water bottles. The look she gives Lee makes him feel special, like a child looking up at an 
attentive parent. There’s no sexuality in the look, but it is indicative of a closeness that Lee 
hasn’t felt recently. 
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“Interesting, so you’re inside this painted world?” she asks, giving Lee the gift of full 
attention. 
“Yep, I’m trying to make my way to this area, and the boss-” 
The alarm goes off. Huggins silences it. “Please go on, tell me about the painting. 
What’s it look like?” she says. She adds water to each cup and stirs it with her finger. 
“Actually, drink this first, then tell me about it. Make sure to get all the contents, please. 
Waste not, want not, and all. We can settle the payment later on. I know you’re good for it.” 
Lee accepts the plastic cup and drinks. It tastes like how he imagines dirty cheap 
lemonade. Lee fingers some specks of the chopped mushrooms out of the cup and sucks 
the specks from his finger. The mug is passed back from Lee to Huggins. 
“Tell me about the painting,” Huggins continues after accepting the cup from Lee, “I 
like to draw in my free time, so I’m fascinated.” She retrieves the lemon juice and mason 
jar, walks to the sink, and drops them in. Returning to Lee, she sits and waits patiently for 
him. 
“The painting is enormous, easily twenty feet tall in-game. At the bottom of the 
painting, there’s a wooden bridge covered in snow that leads into a forest. Snaking up the 
painting between the snow-covered trees, there’s a pathway that leads up to a blocky-
looking building, some broke-down castle or fort. You go through this ruined building and 
eventually go across this second bridge. Past the other bridge, there’s this area where you 
fight the boss. She’s kinda a pain, but I’ll get past her. It’s just another boss, after all.” 
Huggins nods her head. 
“The painting itself is pretty, though. Just this bridge swinging back and forth with 
woods beyond it.” 
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Lee goes quiet, and a few seconds pass. The image of the bridge hangs in Lee’s 
mind, swaying back and forth in the wind. 
“It sounds peaceful. Is that how you feel about it?” Huggins asks. 
“Yes, there’s a quiet peace to the world when you aren’t in combat.” 
“Good. I want you to focus on that painted world during this trip, specifically that 
bridge and the woods. Don’t try to think about Dark Souls’s story or the enemies or the 
boss in the game but just think about the painting's beauty and peace. The bridge and the 
woods. Don’t go to the boss. She’ll only cause you trouble and stress you out. Focus on 
the natural world. Think about what it’d be like to touch the snow, have it fall onto your 
hand. Melt there. Try to look at it; the colors are the best part of a trip, and make sure all 
your senses are in the moment. Just try to feel the painting. Breathe slowly in and out. This 
is your experience. I’ve got my own place to think about. Now, if you get thirsty, there’s 
water,” she picks up the plastic bottles, shakes them, and leaves them against one of the 
paws of the bear rug, “if you start freaking out, just open your eyes, take out the earbuds 
and tap me on the shoulder. You’ll be okay. I’m here, and I promise I’m not going 
anywhere. Any questions?” 
Lee shakes his head no. 
“Good, take out your earbuds.” 
Lee hands Huggins the wireless headphones. She syncs them to her laptop. 
“Put these on. Are you cold?” 
Lee shakes his head again. 




Huggins turns off the overhead lights so that only the soft glow of candles 
illuminates the room. She puts her own earphones in and lays down. Lee follows her 
example. Before Lee closes his eyes, he sees Huggins reach out and press a button on 
the laptop. 
o  
Lee pictures the wooden bridge. Rope binds the planks together beneath his feet. 
Four guard ropes are tied together along the edge of both sides of the bridge; thin slivers 
of wood connect the guard ropes to the floor planks. A reasonably safe walkway across an 
abyss. Lee hears the gentle crash of waves on a shore, and a slow drum beat starts. Not 
exactly the music he’d expected from Huggins, but he lets it in and fills his head. Lee 
imagines waves crashing against rocks in the chasm below. Snow drifts past him, down 
towards the rocks and waves. Down, it’s so far down. Lee looks away and refocuses on 
the planks beneath him, but they don’t seem as tightly bound as they did before. Loose. 
Unsafe. Lee doesn’t like this, but he certainly can’t back out now. He looks to the path 
ahead of him, further into The Painted World. The trail snakes off into the woods, barren 
trees burdened with snow. High above them, that ruined structure towers over everything. 
Lee thinks about the boss on the other side of that ruined structure, the woman in white 
that strikes him down. The woman that causes him pain and kills him over and over again. 
Lee feels a pain in his chest. 
Cathy. 
He tries to forget Cathy. 




On the very top of the ruins, Lee sees a figure standing. No details of her are clear, 
but Lee knows it's Cathy. He looks down at the trails snaking through the woods and goes 
there. 
The ground beneath the snow is solid and hard, either rock or frozen dirt. Snow 
drifts down and covers his footsteps. Huggins’s words bounce around in Lee’s head, 
“Think about what it’d be like to touch the snow, have it fall onto your hand.” Lee cups his 
hands in front of him and tries to imagine the snow melting there. The cool, wet sensation. 
A flake falls in front of his eyes, multicolored and shimmering. For a second, it looks to be 
purple, then blue, then an aqua-looking color. Shifting between these, the flake lands in his 
hands. Lee can almost feel a wet sensation on his palms, almost real but still just his body 
remembering the feeling. He lets his hands fall to his sides and walks forward between the 
trees. He doesn’t look back.  
The trees envelop Lee. From deep in the snow-covered forest, there’s a gentle 
shaking of a tambourine and drums. Tree branches reach out towards each other 
overhead and scratch against each other in the wind. There is the faint sound of water 
flowing nearby, probably flowing down back to the cliff. Snowflakes evade the tree 
branches and dance down to Lee. The pathway crunches with untouched snow under his 
feet. A horn echoes through the woods, and a chorus of stringed instruments joins the 
tambourine and drums. ‘Thud, thud, thud-thud-thud’ goes the drums. 
The path winds around a tree that has a purplish tint to the brown bark. Lee looks 
closer at it. Small swirling lines flow from the tree's roots up to the tips of the branches—
the grooves in the tree wiggle back and forth. Somewhere far off, an owl goes “woo, woo,” 
and leaves gently rustle in the wind. Continuing forward, the bark of the trees ahead of him 
range in color from brown with a purplish tint to a deep royal purple to a fluorescent neon 
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purple. Between the branches of the trees, he can see the building that was first seen from 
the bridge. It glimmers in the moonlight. A figure still stands on top of it. 
Lee comes across a set of boot prints in the snow. In each footprint, a small pool of 
water glimmers a kaleidoscope of greens and blues. Lee follows them for a short way 
along the path until they branch off into a clearing. The clearing is one solid mass of grey 
rock covered in ice that reflects an emerald green glow from the green moon and stars. 
The green reminds Lee of Huggins’ makeup. The clearing’s far end drops off into the valley 
that the bridge hungover. In the middle of the icy clearing, Hamask and Cooper sit on a 
woodland camouflage tarp with shot glasses in front of them and a bottle of Jägermeister 
between them. There’s a third empty glass next to the bottle. They wave at him. Cooper 
picks up the third shot glass and holds it out to Lee, but he can’t accept. His stomach 
remembers the taste of Jägermeister and feels a little upset. Lee backs away and 
continues along the path. The trees shimmer brighter here. Their colors hard to pinpoint 
because they constantly evolve. Lee hears Huggins’ advice to stop and enjoy the world, 
but he keeps moving towards Cathy and the ruins. 
Lee reaches the base of the ruins. Stone masonry shimmers a vibrant white. It is 
like a wall made entirely of snow, but hard like rock. His hands fail to melt it. The thud, 
thud, thud-thud-thud is coming from beyond the ruins, where the boss would be located. 
Cathy is nowhere to be seen. Lee looks around, but there are no tracks in the snow. She 
must be on the other side of the ruined building. Across that second bridge and in the boss 
area, Cathy must be there. There is an issue. All of the entrances into and around the 
ruined structure are caved in or blocked off. 
Snow falls around Lee. There is no way forward. Cathy is unreachable. Lee turns 
away from the ruins, defeated. On a stump nearby, Huggins sits and watches. Her hair has 
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green highlights that match her eyes and shirt. She has matching emerald green face paint 
on, not makeup, but tribal war paint of some ancient people. She points at a stump nearby. 
Lee obeys. He goes to the stump and sits down on it. Huggins breathes in for one cycle of 
the thud, thud, thud-thud-thud, then exhales on the next cycle. Her hands are cupped in 
front of her, and flakes of snow fall into the palms of her hands. Lee mimics her and 
watches as snow melts in his own cupped hands. He gives in to Huggins’s world. His heart 
beats with the drums. Blood flows with the tambourine. Warm skin and cold snow mix 
together in a perfect balance of sensation. Lee feels every laceration Cathy has given him, 
but the wounds are healing. Emerald moonbeams console him and rejuvenate the wounds 
to his soul. The Painted World is not a terrible place, but a place for healing. There are 
kindred spirits, each with their own pains. Others that accompany him. Lee may have lost 
someone special, but he isn’t alone. Hamask, Cooper, Huggins. All here. Together, they all 
exist in both the real world and The Painted World. His comrades won’t abandon him. 
While still painful, the wound to Lee’s soul is less terrible because he knows his comrades 





 The door to her barracks room shuts with a slam. Cooper flips the light switch on. 
Her watch says 7:46 pm. A quiet curse is uttered as she unlocks her wall locker. Staff 
Sergeant had said the platoon would be released by 6:00 pm. 
 Why tell us 6 if that isn’t the case. 
 Her blouse is unbuttoned and hung up. Boots are removed and placed in the bottom 
of the wall locker. Camouflage trousers are removed and also hung up. She compares a 
sundress against jeans and a top. It’s still warm out and she’s on a mission, a mission that 
must be successful. Sundress. She checks her phone and is disappointed to not have a 
notification. He said he’d pick her up at 8:30. 
 He still hasn’t messaged her at 8:27. Showered and dressed, she checks herself in 
the mirror and banishes the negative self-talk from her mind. She looks great. Things 
would be just fine. They both have been tense lately, but tonight would be different. She 
was going home with him tonight, and everything would be back to how things were pre-
deployment. It’s 8:30. She puts her shoes on. 
 At 8:48, she receives a text, not an apology text, but just a text, “Meet @ Hooters @ 
9.” 
 This motherfucker. Hooters? Really? 
 She requests an Uber, but it won’t arrive until 9:05. 
 What the fuck is he thinking? 
 Just before she goes outside, she looks in the mirror one last time. Breathe. 
Positive self-talk. Don’t make a scene. It’s going to be okay. The door clicks shut behind 
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her. A chorus of voices comes from the Duty hut as she descends the staircase. A 
uniformed Sergeant and Lance Corporal, the Duty and Assistant Duty, hold energy drinks 
in their hands. No matter how bad her night goes, she isn’t the Duty and doesn’t have to 
babysit the barracks tonight. The Duty and Assistant Duty are talking with three Marines in 
jeans and t-shirts. Hamask, Lee, and Huggins. 
 “COOPER!” Lee greets her. He moves to hug her, but Hamask stops him. 
 “Knife,” Hamask says in a monotone. 
 Lee is carrying in front of him a decorated knife with engravings along the blade. He 
sheepishly gives it back to the Assistant Duty. Cooper gives Lee a quick side hug, 
restoring his childish happiness. Lee is sweaty as if he’d been running. The smell of 
alcohol drifts from his body. The time is 8:54. She has time to talk before the Uber arrives. 
 “You give the worst hugs, Lee. You’re sweaty and tried to stab me,” she shoves him 
a little like children on the playground, “I don’t see how Cathy puts up with you.” 
 At the mention of Cathy, Lee looks away, red in the face.  
 Did something happen with Cathy? No, he’d have told us. He can’t stop telling 
people things. 
 Cooper thinks for a second. An answer comes to her. It must be her tone. She 
mentally chastises herself for her tone; it needed to be more playful, apparently. Trying is 
exhausting. Cooper watches Lee. Lee looks at the floor. The other Marines observe this 
interaction in awkward silence for a moment. After a painful few seconds, Hamask rescues 
the situation. 
 “Anyway, nice knife. It’s a great going away gift, wish our platoon did stuff like that 
when people got out,” he laughs, “We’ll see you later on when we get back. We should get 
drinks before you become a free man! Oh, and a Monster for both of you. I won’t forget.”  
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 When they get back?  
 Cooper does some quick mental calculations. Hamask would definitely be a faster 
driver than an Uber and could take her now, but he might not be going the same way. He 
would definitely still help her, maybe. She still wouldn’t be on time but would certainly be 
closer to being on time. It is decided. Be nice, be friendly, be someone he’d want to give a 
ride to. 
 “Where ya going?” she says as innocently as possible without trying to give away 
her intentions right away. 
 “Not sure yet, but probably some bar and grill off base. We have low standards,” 
Huggins responds. Huggins smiles mischievously. She’s a little more put together than 
Lee, but it’s clear she’s also been having a good time. Huggins sways her body back and 
forth as if about to slow-dance by herself. Between the Cheshire Cat smile and her free-
flowing body, Huggins seems like a much more fun person to be around than the 
nonresponsive boyfriend. 
 “Sounds fun,” Cooper says, “I’m about to head out too.” 
 Huggins nods in response. Lee bends over and picks up a coin from the ground. 
Hamask steadies Lee, keeping him from toppling over. With coin in hand, Lee stands and 
begins flipping it between his fingers. It reminds Cooper of that one scene in Pirates of the 
Caribbean where Jack Sparrow flips the coin between his fingers. She’d need to watch 
that movie again, a childhood favorite. Lee drops the coin on the ground. Ungraceful. He is 
undoubtedly not Jack Sparrow. Lee shrugs and takes out his phone. Hamask turns his 
attention to Cooper. 
 “We can drop you off if you want,” Hamask offers as they exit Barracks FC-515 and 
enter the parking lot. He knows she doesn’t have a car of her own. 
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 “You don’t have to do that. I’ve got an Uber on the way,” she says, knowing his 
response, knowing him. He waves the comment away, an action he picked up from Lee 
sometime overseas. She joins the trio and gets into Hamask’s truck. The fireteam of 
Marines has formed. 
 Hamask, unlike the preoccupied Lee and Huggins, seems surprised when Cooper 
says she’s meeting the boyfriend at Hooters. While he doesn’t say anything, a neutral look 
is wallpapered on Hamask’s face to prevent giving away any indication of what he thinks. 
The issue is Hamask only does that when he’s confronted with something he doesn’t like 
or thinks is dumb or is watching someone do something dumb. If Hamask was happy or 
excited for her, he’d have freely shown it instead of putting up a front. 
 He’s right. It’s a terrible fucking place for the first date in over a month. 
 The Marines had been back from Afghanistan for months, but the boyfriend had 
only bothered to see her once because of “school.” He lived just off base and went to a 
community college. Cooper wonders whether classes are really that hard for him or if she’d 
done something to offend him. She looks down at her lap, feeling guilty for somehow 
pushing her boyfriend away. 
•  
 The hostess tilts her head to the side and smiles as she says, “Sure thing,” after 
Cooper says she isn’t with the others and that she wants a table for two. 
 “Feel free to join us for a shot or a beer,” Hamask says as Cooper is escorted away. 
 9:22 pm and no second message from the boyfriend. Two cups of water sit at 
Cooper’s table. They are untouched and still full. Water drips down the sides of each glass. 
Droplets pool around the base of the cup in the soggy remains of a napkin. 
 Don’t cry. 
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 All around her, people are laughing, hopefully at jokes about things other than her. 
Cooper sends another message to the boyfriend. Her foot bounces on the ground making 
a clicking noise. 
 What the fuck am I doing? 
 Cooper rechecks Snapchat. The Snapchat messages are still unopened. The 
waitress comes over and asks if Cooper wants to order anything. Feeling guilty over taking 
up space but not being a paying customer, Cooper orders a beer. The waitress smiles and 
says she’ll be right back. As the waitress turns to leave, Cooper looks at her body and 
thinks toxic thoughts. 
 Would he message me more if I had a chest like her?  
 The clicking of her feet against the floor escalates in sound and tempo. Cooper 
feels a gnawing sensation inside. Her stomach growls. She’s hungry but doesn’t want to 
get food by herself. Each part of her body wants something different. Stomach wants food. 
Head wants a reason why she’s alone. Heart wants companionship. 
 Just after 9:40, Huggins walks past her table on the way to the bathroom. She exits 
the bathroom a few minutes later and stops at Cooper’s table. Huggins pulls the empty 
seat out and sits down on the edge of the chair, not getting comfortable and keeping her 
weight mostly on her legs still. She’s obviously not staying. This makes Cooper feel worse 
because of the temporary aspect to this much needed companionship. 
 “Hey,” Huggins says softly. 
 “Hey,” Cooper replies without enthusiasm or spirit in her voice. 
 The two sit there in silence for far too long. 
 “If you want, we’ve got a table for four.” 
 “He’ll be here soon.” 
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 Huggins speaks through clenched teeth, “I’m sure he will.” 
 “He will,” Cooper says in a soft and vulnerable voice. 
 “Well, we’re over there,” Huggins points, then continues with a reassuring smile, 
“Oh, and you look great in that.” 
 “Thanks,” Cooper responds with a brief smile. 
 Huggins walks back to the other Marines’ table. Cooper feels the fabric clinging to 
her legs. A smile flutters across her face again. She looks over at the table with the other 
Marines and begins straining to hear the conversation. Cooper can just barely make out 
Lee’s voice. 
 “Dude, hear me out. I’d definitely choose to be a vampire. That way, I could go bite 
vegans and convert them. They’d be so fricken’ mad because they could only suck blood 
instead of eating veggies! It’d be hilarious to-” 
What a dumb conversation to have.  
Apparently, Cooper’s views are in the minority because Hamask laughs 
wholeheartedly and Huggins chuckles. Almost ten minutes later, Lee takes his turn at the 
bathroom. On the way back, he stops. 
 “You good, Coop?” 
 “Yup, he just got stuck in traffic.” 
 “Oh, okay. Well, we’re over there,” Lee points, “Huggins and I are sobering up now, 
but Hamask is having a beer, if you don’t want to drink alone.” 
 “I’m not drinking alone. I’m waiting for someone.” 
 Lee flinches, “Yes, of course, sorry. Um, see you at the barracks.” 
 Lee leaves with his head down, looking at the ground and regretting his detour to 
Cooper’s table. He nearly runs into a waitress. A minute or so later, Cooper hears laughter 
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as Lee tells the fabricated story of how he qualified for the Boston Marathon after only a 
month of training. He bounces back quickly. It’s like the emotional fluctuation of a newborn 
puppy, up and down and then back up again. Cooper orders another drink and sends 
another message demanding to know where the boyfriend is. He doesn’t open it. No 
response after a minute. No response after two minutes. She keeps checking her phone—
nothing after three minutes. 
 Both the boyfriend and Cooper are originally from Jacksonville, NC, so she’s 
familiar with the community college. She knows how long it’d take the boyfriend to get to 
Hooters, but she doesn’t think about this. Like what she told Lee, she’s sure the boyfriend 
is just stuck in traffic. They started dating freshmen year in high school, so nearly eight 
years now. Not consecutively, of course. Most of sophomore year, she had been single. 
Junior year they’d been together, except at Christmas, but things had resumed by New 
Year’s Eve. They’d kissed at midnight, and he promised things would be better. Senior 
year they broke up two weeks after prom. They didn’t get back together again until after 
she got back from bootcamp when she visited him at the community college. It had been 
rocky, but things always worked out. They were blessed to be so close together 
geographically. Things were obviously meant to work out. They had to work out. Or they 
should work out. The boyfriend got tagged in a Snapchat story at 10:13 pm. She sees the 
story at 10:14 pm. He is at a party, drunk. Obviously not capable of driving. 
 Hamask passes Cooper’s table on the way to the bathroom. He nods and smiles 
when he eventually goes back to the other Marines’ table. She waits a moment for him to 
get to the table and sit down. A deep breath and Cooper stands. It’s a short but stressful 
walk to join them. 
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 Hamask is indeed the only one drinking. Huggins and Lee have a glass of water in 
front of each of them, which they sip on. Huggins has sobered up significantly, and Lee is 
not far behind. The conversations, similar to the vegan vampire one, are stupid and 
annoying in Cooper’s opinion. But, all of this was annoying. Joining these three, the 
boyfriend, the waitress, everything. With a painted-on smile, she kept this to herself. The 
boyfriend had ditched her. This was a fact now, but it wouldn’t ruin her night. She put her 
phone on silent and resolved to be a part of this annoying group. Hamask had been talking 
about former-Corporal Johnson. 
 “So, we were in the smoke pit, and we hear Johnson yelling from his room, “Aye, 
Staff Sergeant” and “Yes, Staff Sergeant” and on and on, right? Then, Staff Sergeant is all 
like, “You’re a slimy sack of maggot-infested dogshit, so let me teach you how to clean. 
Get all your furniture outside, then start mopping the deck. What the fuck you waiting on, 
Lance Corporal? Get the fuck going,”” Hamask stops for emphasis, “One week, you’re a 
Corporal bossing Lance Corporals around. The next week, you’re a Lance Corporal getting 
bossed around, like it’s your first day in the fleet. Talk about demoralizing.” 
 Hamask puts a lot of emphasis on the “ing” of demoralizing while holding his hands 
apart in front of him like he’s holding up a watermelon. After another unnecessary pause, 
he continues, “Staff Sergeant went full Drill Instructor mode on Johnson. And you want to 
know why?” Hamask leans forward, “Because his wife left him, I shit you not. This is all 
because Staff Sergeant has issues at home. It’s always because they got issues at home. 
Remember when Gunny had us all do Field Day on Friday night because our rooms 
weren’t clean enough from Field Day on Thursday? Gunny tossed Johnson’s laundry bag 
out the front door and off the third deck! All because he was mad, Gunny was mad that his 
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daughter had just fucked some wing-side Marine from New River Air Base. Somebody in 
power has a crummy day, the platoon gets got.” 
 Lee nods, “True, true. Yet, a certain someone is thinking about reenlisting. Isn’t that 
right, Huggins?” 
 Cooper hears but doesn’t listen as Huggins defends her openness to possibly 
reenlisting. Hamask, Lee, and Huggins go back and forth on the topic. Cooper nods at the 
appropriate moment but doesn’t listen to this either. Instead, Cooper pays attention to the 
waitress that keeps walking past the table with food. Food that Cooper wants, that she 
should have got with the boyfriend tonight. Empty plates sit in front of the three other 
Marines. Cooper wants to get something but doesn’t want to hold the others up if they 
decide to go. She will need a ride back to the barracks and a free-ride is better than a taxi. 
Cooper sits at the table quietly, stomach growling softly. She continues to feign interest in 
the other Marines’ conversation until they’re ready to go. 
•  
 The end of the night comes later than she’d have liked. Once Hamask starts 
drinking, he talks like a freight train. He goes on and on while everyone else just sits there. 
As the group gets up to leave, Hamask asks Huggins to drive. 
 “I can drive!” Lee excitedly interjects. 
 Hamask laughs, “I’m not drunk enough to say yes to that. You’ve gotten how many 
speeding tickets? And didn’t you get in an accident right before we deployed?” 
Lee doesn’t respond. Hamask hands the keys to Huggins. Lee pouts. Cooper is first 
to the car. The drive back is slow until the truck passes a drugstore. 
“Pull over!” Hamask yells. 
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Cooper thinks to herself that he’s going to puke. Hamask doesn’t puke, though. He 
steps over the bushes along the side of the road, stumbles across the parking lot, and 
enters the drugstore. Cars honk and change lanes around Hamask’s truck. Huggins puts 
on the hazard lights and stares at the drugstore from the driver’s seat. After a few minutes, 
Hamask casually walks back out with a plastic bag. It’s got two Monster energy drinks in it. 
“For the Duty,” he explains, “promised I’d get them for the Duty and his Assistant.” 
Hamask ignores the verbal chastising everyone gives him and goes to sleep. At 
Camp Lejeune’s front gate, Huggins has to wake Hamask up to retrieve his identification 
card. She has to wake him up again to walk back into the barracks. Between the drugstore 
and the barracks, Cooper can only think about what a reckless dumbass Hamask has 
been. Huggins explains the situation best as they walk to the Duty hut. 
“Hamask, you lack any amount of reason. Why not just ask me to stop?” 
Hamask shrugs and approaches the Duty with the gifts as if this was normal. 
“Whatever. Oh, Lee, you left your shaker bottle in my room. Come grab it before 
you forget,” Huggins says right before she disappears. Lee follows her away. 
With nothing better to do, Cooper makes small talk with Hamask, the Duty and 
Assistant Duty, for a minute or so. She notices that Hamask starts to droop his head a 
little. He yawns. After goodbyes are said, he stumbles down the hall towards the stairs. He 
nearly falls. 
“Jesus, here,” Cooper steadies the man. 
His weight sways to the side closest to her, and her knees buckle. She supports him 
up the stairs and to his room. Fumbling for the key, she waits on him. 




A mischievous thought comes to mind. 
She feels like the Grinch when he thinks up the delightfully evil scheme to steal 
Christmas from all the Whos down in Whoville. Like the Grinch, she wants to make a 
certain someone cry boo-hoo. Cooper feels wicked. It feels good. She helps Hamask get 
the key in the lock. He stumbles into the barracks room, thanks her, and crashes into the 
bed, oblivious to the revenge plot forming in Cooper’s head. She leaves the door open and 
listens. Not a sound from outside. Lee is still chatting with Huggins, most likely. 
“Hamask?” 
“Yeh,” he mutters. 
“Let’s take a goofy picture. Capture the fun we’ve had tonight.” 
“Sure, what kind, what kind of-” 
“Just scoot over and smile for the camera, okay?” 
“Mkay,” Hamask says as he scoots close to the wall. 
Cooper lays down next to him and holds the camera up, “Smile!” 
Click. 
“Does, do, I look good?” 
Hamask is deteriorating quickly. 
“Ya look great, but you seem a little drunk. I’m putting a trash can right next to the 
bed if you need it, okay? And here,” she stuffs a pillow beneath his back, propping him on 
his side. Cooper maneuvers Hamask’s body into the recovery position “don’t roll over, 
okay? Don’t want you choking on your own puke. Lee will be here in a second. You good?” 
“Mhmm.” 
As she leaves, Lee walks up the stairs. Cooper passes Hamask’s key to him. As 
she walks down the hallway towards her room, she looks at the picture and thinks about 
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the text she wants to add. It needs to be perfect. This is it—the final message. Text is 
added to the selfie of her and Hamask. Cooper presses send. She locks her phone and 
returns to her room, satisfied. It feels like a burden has been lifted from her shoulders. The 
following morning the ex-boyfriend sends a flurry of messages to her. Cooper doesn’t 
respond, doesn’t even open them. Instead, she goes with Hamask, Huggins, and Lee to 






A letter marked “Invalid Address” is handed to Corporal Hamask. It was written many 
months ago. He crumples it in his hand and walks to the smoke pit. A lighter is removed 
from his pocket. The letter is ignited and tossed into a rusted ammunition can that’s used 
for cigarette butts. 
 
Father Izbair, 
 My name is James Hamask. I served with your son and wanted to offer my 
condolences. Sergeant Izbair was one of the best Marines at our patrol base. When I first 
arrived, he helped offload the gear from our helicopter and move it behind the HESCO 
barriers. Sergeant Izbair was the only Marine that treated our equipment with respect. 
While everyone else tossed our shit around like it was garbage bags, he placed each 
container or bag quickly but carefully, as if it were his own. It was a small but kind gesture, 
the first of many. 
 As I’m sure you’re aware, your son was an All-American man. He brought a football 
to Afghanistan and would toss it back and forth with one of the Artillery guys. Your son had 
quite the arm, a trait you must have fostered in him. Between mortar attacks and other 
bullshit, he’d lob that football high and long for hours on end. Your son was a gentleman 
and a scholar too. He only had a few books, but he ripped them up by reading them so 
many times. Before it happened, he let me borrow one of those books, Tom Clancy’s The 
Hunt for Red October. If you want it, I can send it to you. Your son was always a team 
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player, whether letting people borrow his stuff or making sure to include everyone in a 
game of Spades. I hate those hadji fucks for what they did to him. 
 I know. Hate is wrong and calling them that is wrong too. If it wasn’t in pen, I’d erase 
that but it is pen and that can’t be erased. Forgive me, Father. I’m not a religious man, but I 
want to try to be. I want to be good. It isn’t because we get mortars every day. I’m not 
scared of dying. Those things never hit, except the one time that they hit your son. They’d 
always land in the dirt or hit a piece of gear or one of the HESCO barriers. They’d hit 
anything but an actual person, until they did. Father, I’ve sinned. I’m not a religious man, 
but I know I’ve sinned. I’m not referring to the slur I wrote. I’m guilty of being sloth, lazy, 
undisciplined, and failing the team. I was the one that failed to save your son. Forgive me, 
Father, for I have sinned against you and your son. 
 I thought I was running as fast as possible, but looking back now, I know I could 
have run faster. I wasn’t breathing hard enough by the time I got to the place the mortars 
landed. This is how I was lazy and selfish. I don’t know how to do confessionals, so if I’m 
doing this wrong, I’m sorry for that too; just please, forgive me, Father. There’s more. 
When I finally meandered over to your son, I sinned again. Like a deer in the headlights, I 
froze and just stared at them all. There are gaps in my memory, but some things stand out. 
There was a rolled-up sleeping bag that was on fire. It was turning black and shriveling up. 
Twisting and turning into itself as the fabric blackened and contorted in shape. Not far from 
the sleeping back, there was a tent pole sticking up out of the ground. Pieces of melted 
tent fabric clung to the silver pole. Black spots of melted goo on a glimmering rod stuck in 
the ground. Scattered about the area, there were pieces of cots, damaged boxes of MREs, 
and various bags that had belonged to the Marines. The bags varied in size and shape, 
but all were scorched, and some were still burning. Seabags, ILBE rucksacks, backpacks, 
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and more. There was an open laptop bag that was on fire. Inside, there was a MacBook 
with a shattered screen. The Marines’ tent and belongings were in shambles. The Marines 
weren’t doing well either. 
 I eventually recovered and started trying to help. Sergeant Izbair was the second 
person I checked on. The first was unresponsive and wasn’t whole anymore. Your son was 
a fighter, unlike the others. A warrior among mere men. He didn’t cry or beg God for 
mercy. You raised him right. Your son faced reality and didn’t blink but stared death in the 
face. Sergeant Izbair was one of the best men I served with. Be proud of your son. If I 
hadn’t messed up so badly, he’d have been able to fight through and overcome his 
injuries. 
 Father Izbair, I’m sorry for what I’ve done. I checked your son’s body repeatedly, but 
I missed a spot. I put a tourniquet on his leg once I got to him and tightened it as much as I 
could. I swear to you, the bleeding from the leg stopped. Patting down his body, every 
nook and cranny was checked multiple times, so I don’t know what happened. Father, I 
swear I don’t know what happened, but I searched him all over for injuries. Your son was 
moved onto a stretcher and taken to the landing zone as quickly as we could get him 
there, but by the time the helicopter came, it was too late. I failed you and your son. 
Forgive me, Father. I have sinned. 
 I dreamed of your son that night and for many nights since I failed him. He was 
exactly like how I’d known him. Your son was always the cleanest and most well-groomed 
of the Marines, having a clean shave and never smelling too bad. This was how he was in 
my dreams—a clean and healthy male. But, there was always something wrong in my 
dreams. Your son was always tied to that silver tent pole with the melted tent fabric pieces 
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on it. The first time I dreamed of your son, which was the night after I failed him, I stared at 
him on that pole for what felt like hours. 
 Father Izbair, the dreams didn’t stop, and I’ve continued to see your son. Give me a 
solution, reveal your religion to me. Save my soul, Father. Give me your religion, and I will 
adopt its core values as my own. I’ll give penance and sacrifice and do whatever it takes to 
repent and be washed free of having failed your son. Dreams, in my dreams, your son is 
always there looking back at me. He is there tied to that tent pole near the burning 
sleeping bag. Around him, there are the other Marines, maimed and bleeding. They all 
look at me, but I’m frozen. My feet are rooted to the ground. Hands refuse to budge from 
my sides. Your son is bound to the tent pole in front of me, but I can’t move the few feet to 
him and release him from the ropes. All I can do is stare. 
 Blessed Father, I confess that I am a sinner. As I sit here in Afghanistan writing you 
this letter, I can’t help but hate the locals for not telling us where the insurgents are. I 
blame our Chain of Command for giving us these shitty tents that don’t protect against 
mortars. I blame and hate everyone else, but I know that the real person at fault is me. 
Father, what is wrong with me? Save me, show me what I must do, how I must repent. I 
don’t know what this dark and hateful side of me is, but I am ashamed of it. The locals are 
terrified and can’t be blamed. The Chain of Command gave us tents because what else 
could we sleep in? Giving every Marine a bunker would be ridiculous. These feelings of 
anger just bubble up from inside, though. I don’t understand what’s going on. Father Izbair, 
I failed you and your son, but I’m begging you to please save me. Whatever it takes, I’ll do 
it. Just show me the way to redeem myself. 





I push the door open—the hinges' squeaking whistles through the evening air. The 
hall fills with sunlight, the living room just bright enough to see the green seabag on the 
coffee table. Not any Marine or Sailor's duffel bag though; this was my brother's seabag. I 
turn on the lights as I step inside and shut the door behind me. The lock clicks. I quietly slip 
off my sandals as if I were sneaking back into my parents' house. My shadow slips across 
the doorway to the kitchen and follows me into the living room. 
Along the left wall of the living room, there's a futon, black and cheap. A whiteout 
stain is on a cushion from when I elbowed the bottle last semester. On the opposite wall, 
there's a four-legged black wooden tv stand with a 36-inch tv. Between the TV stand's 
legs, there is a green box with two rows of white block letters. The top line reads, "IZBAIR, 
I N," the bottom line "CHAPLAIN 0-525289." The tv stand and chaplain's chest are 
between a fully stocked bookshelf and printer. On the second shelf, a book - "Oblomov"- 
written in Russian. I consider reading it for class instead of going through the last of my 
brother's belongings. One last bag that had arrived a few days ago and dominated the 
room since. I sit down and gently rub my thumb against the seabag's rough exterior. I 
unfasten the opening, hoping the contents don't smell like Amir. The smell of gasoline 
covers any hint at my brother's essence. 
 A sun-bleached desert camouflage blouse with a dark stain on a sleeve. Sand 
shakes out onto both the carpet and my lap. Above the right breast pocket, there's a tag: 
"IZBAIR." There's another tag, "U. S. MARINES," above the left pocket. An eagle, globe, 
and anchor are stenciled into the center of the left pocket itself. The rough material is thin 
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at both elbows. Had it been worn a little longer, my brother's elbows would have probably 
poked through, and I bet Amir wouldn't have even realized right away. The big doofus gets 
so caught up working on things that he- 
 No, not "gets." Got. He got so caught up working on things. I close my eyes. 
Breathe. A smell of fuel burns the inside of my nose, and my eyes start to water. I remind 
myself that it's just a blouse and that crying won't really help. This seabag needs to be 
unpacked and put into a space saver bag until Mama and Papa get back. I look at the 
chaplain's chest and wish Papa was around, spouting his religious advice. I hold the 
blouse against my chest for one more second before letting go. 
 A soft yellowish balaclava. There's a small patch with the outline of a frog on it and 
a label. The label has "FROG" written in large letters and "Flame Resistant Organizational 
Gear" in smaller letters underneath. Warm to the touch, I undo my ponytail and pull it over 
my head. It smells less like gasoline than the blouse. Specks of sand fall on my lips. The 
large eye hole leaves my eyebrows and part of my nose exposed. I pull the balaclava off 
and lay it in my lap. Fixing my hair, I'm surprised at how warm it was. I didn't think the 
weather got that cold in southern Afghanistan. In the months before Amir left, I'd done my 
best to avoid news on the war. I'd submerged myself in my college classwork instead. 
I can almost picture my brother wearing the balaclava. We had similar ones as kids. 
His was black while mine was pink. When our grandparents visited one year, Grandpa 
chastised Papa for buying us new balaclavas instead of just repurposing an old shirt. Papa 
had grown to hate the cold. Born in Siberia, he gravitated towards tropical places after he 
immigrated- or at least he did until he got married. As kids, Amir would always ask about 
the places Papa had gone as a chaplain in the U.S. Navy. If it weren't for those stories, 
Amir wouldn't have joined the military. I put the balaclava on the blouse and sit quietly on 
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the futon. Breathe. I feel light-headed, possibly from the fumes. I can let the seabag air out 
while I do other work. I crack the living room windows, pull Oblomov off the shelf, and then 







 Hamask volunteers at a homeless shelter near Camp Lejeune. Once a week, 
Hamask gets off work, goes to his room, and changes quickly from his Marine uniform into 
civilian attire. There is a brisk walk to his truck followed by a long struggle against the 
traffic between the barracks and the homeless shelter. The shelter itself is unremarkable. It 
is a brick building of poor condition and ugly design. Black mold can be spotted in many of 
the corners in the kitchen. It is an unsanitary place. Despite the building being of poor 
condition, something is better than nothing, even if that something is moldy. Many of these 
homeless folks have nothing but this black mold infested building. 
 Once he’s arrived, Hamask helps out as needed. Sometimes, he helps the 
volunteers do laundry, and other times he helps in the kitchen. There isn’t really anything 
to do frequently because the shelter doesn’t have a lot of funding. Today is one of those 
days. Hamask looks for some other way of doing something good. There is a table with 
two children and a skinny man of dark complexion sitting at it. All homeless, like Hamask 
was for one year. The two children are younger than Hamask was during that year of 
hunger. These children still have childish enthusiasm and hope. When Hamask was 
homeless, he was just a sullen teenager, halfway between the children and the man sitting 
with them. Hamask is compelled to join them, just like he is compelled to spend one day a 
week here. The two children and skinny man are playing UNO. Hamask walks up and 
greets them with the enthusiasm of a young Santa Claus. 
 “Hello there, how are ya’ll doing today?” 
 “Mr. Ham-oh-sk!” the children giggle. 
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 Hamask doesn’t bother correcting their intentional mispronunciation. These kids 
love butchering his “silly” name. The skinny man puts a blue number six card down then 
turns to Hamask. 
 “Was starting to wonder if you were going to show up,” the skinny man says with a 
smile. 
 “Jacksonville traffic,” Hamask shrugs, “everybody has somewhere they want to be.” 
 Hamask sits down lightly in a seat between the skinny man and one of the children. 
 “Fair, fair. Georgie, your turn. Let’s go,” the skinny man states. 
 Georgie makes a face and then looks across the table at Hamask. 
 “Mr. Rio rushes me! Tell him to stop!” he pleads to Hamask in a whiny kid voice. 
 Hamask shrugs and laughs lightly. 
 “Now, Georgie, don’t go saying I’m rushing you when we all know that you just don’t 
have a card to play,” Mr. Rio states with a tone reminiscent of the calm swagger of a 
seasoned poker player. 
 Georgie looks at Mr. Rio and sticks out his tongue, then draws a card from the stack 
on the table. He looks at it and groans. Another card is drawn, then another one, then a 
third, and finally a fourth. The fourth card is a blue number eight. Georgie places it on top 
of Mr. Rio’s blue number six. The child between Georgie and Hamask starts laughing. He 
is the more immature of the two children. 
 “You’re gonna lose! You’re gonna lose!” 
 “That’s not very nice,” Mr. Rio says while shaking his head back and forth. 
 Hamask nods in agreement, “You need to make sure to be a good sport, Charlie.” 
 Charlie laughs, “I’m gonna win, that’s all I was sayin’!” 
Page 69 
 
 Georgie looks down at his lap. Mr. Rio raises an eyebrow of disapproval. Hamask’s 
eyes narrow at Charlie, but then his look softens, and a smile creeps up on his face. 
 “Is that so?” Hamask asks Charlie. 
 “Yup, Georgie is a lo-o-o-ser!” Charlie sneers. 
 Hamask nods his head and says, “Maybe, but if you’re so confident, how about I get 
dealt in? If you can beat them, you can surely beat me too.” 
 Mr. Rio and Georgie look at Hamask, but Hamask keeps his eyes on Charlie. 
 “I’ll beat you too!” Charlie yells, “so yes, yes, YES!” 
 Hamask shuffles the cards on the table and deals himself seven cards. As he picks 
them up, he looks over at Mr. Rio. Hamask hides a savage grin behind his cards. 
 “Be a real shame if Charlie lost and Georgie. Won. The. Game,” Hamask says. 
 A flicker of savagery comes across Mr. Rio’s face before he hides behind his own 
cards. 
 “Can’t happen ‘cause I’m gonna win!” the overconfident Charlie cheers. 
 The two men exchange looks like devils behind their cards. 
 The game slowly proceeds. At first, Charlie is doing exceptionally well and 
continues to boast. He even gets down to two cards, but then Charlie receives a +4 card 
from Hamask. Frustrated and a little vindictive, Charlie gives Georgie a +2 card. Georgie’s 
hands are full of cards, nearly a quarter of the whole deck. After retrieving two cards, 
Georgie puts down a yellow card. Mr. Rio nods for a second, looks down at his cards, 
picks one out, and puts it down. A yellow Reverse card. Back to Georgie. Underneath the 
table, Georgie excitedly begins swinging his legs back and forth. He pulls a yellow skip 
card out. Overconfident Charlie is skipped. Hamask’s turn. A red skip card is played. Mr. 
Rio is skipped. Looks are exchanged between Mr. Rio and Hamask. Georgie squeals with 
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excitement because it’s his turn again. He plays a card and changes the color to blue, 
which the arrogant Charlie doesn’t have. Charlie draws a card. It isn’t blue. He draws 
another one. The game continues. 
 A strange phenomenon occurs. Mr. Rio and Hamask’s cards fluctuate slightly in 
number but essentially remain the same size. Unlike the adults, cards slowly and steadily 
flow from Georgie’s fingers to the formerly confident Charlie’s hands. Initially, this is met 
with mild enthusiasm from Georgie and slight frustration from Charlie. When Georgie gets 
down to one card and cries out “UNO,” his enthusiasm bubbles over. It’s the comeback of 
the century. Georgie leaps from his chair and jumps into Mr. Rio’s arms. The man catches 
Georgia and lifts him into the air. The once prideful Charlie looks down at his armful of 
cards, and there’s a glimmer of tears in his eyes. He’s given up. This homeless child has 
been roundly defeated in a rigged game of UNO by two adults. Tears start to drip down 
Charlie’s cheeks. Hamask and Mr. Rio see this. Mr. Rio puts Georgie down and sighs. A 
marvelous thing happens. 
 Georgie runs around the table and hugs Charlie. 
 “Good, good, good game,” he says. 
 Charlie sniffs and wipes his face. A smile flickers across his face, “good game.” 
 Hamask watches them. The two black children have cigarette burn marks on their 
arms. Charlie still looks like he’s suffering from malnutrition. There is a burn mark on the 
side of Georgie’s head that hair stubbornly refuses to grow from. The kid’s mother had 
gotten upset with him one day and poured boiling water on him. The two children dance 
around. Mr. Rio chuckles. Homeless and in shabby clothes, Mr. Rio doesn’t look like he’s 
in that great of a condition either. Around Mr. Rio’s pants' knees, holes are starting to form, 
and the stitching is thin. Mr. Rio’s shoes are old combat boots that he found in a dumpster. 
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When his left boot comes off the ground, the bottom heel falls a few inches and dangles in 
the air. It’s held onto the rest of the boot by only a sliver of plastic. These three homeless 
males aren’t unique cases in the shelter. Men and women of all ages sit around tables and 
are in poor condition. Hamask watches Mr. Rio, Georgie, and Charlie. He shuffles the 
UNO cards in his hands. This is a good moment for the kids, but Hamask shifts awkwardly 
in his seat. He thinks about his own childhood, about being homeless for a year. Hamask 
waits for the children’s moment to pass before offering to play again. This time the game 







 Corporal Huggins is home for Christmas but wishes she had stayed at Camp 
Lejeune. She sits on her bed and listens as her autistic brother and father argue over 
Christmas lights. They’ve been going at it for an hour. Little progress has been made. 
Corporal Huggins retreated from the father-son “bonding” to her room after her father 
started yelling again. An attempt has been made to read, but that attempt has largely been 
a failure, just like the “bonding” in the other room. She’s read the same introduction 
paragraph three or four times, but the words just don’t stick in her head. The sentences are 
read and understood, but halfway down the page, those previous sentences are forgotten. 
This forgetfulness isn’t from disinterest. Huggins is starting a new book, Stephen King’s 
Night Shift. Reading this book is something she wants to do. Her eyes are fixated on the 
page. Hands cupping the small paperback. The words just don’t stick, though, so she 
remains stuck on the introduction, written by “John D. MacDonald.” 
 She sighs and puts the book down. Her shoulders slump and her chin falls to her 
chest. The green fingernail paint on her middle finger is flaking off. She picks at it 
absentmindedly, causing green dust to fall onto her unmade bed. She listens. 
 “Carter, CARTER?” Mr. Huggins yells. 
 “What?” 
 “Come here.” 
 “Okay,” Carter’s feet can be heard shuffling across the ground. Corporal Huggins 
has tried telling her brother not to let his feet drag, but it’s no use. He’s eighteen now and 
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the habit is firmly entrenched. Corporal Huggins exhales and collapses onto her side. It’s 
as if an enormous weight compresses her into the bed. She sinks into the wrinkled linen. 
 “Carter, when I ask you to come here, it’s because I need something. Do I need to 
show you again how bad my leg is? Every second I stand here, I-” 
 Corporal Huggins reaches for her earphones on the nightstand. This “father-son” 
bonding is filled with unhappiness and anger. The earphones connect her head into the 
laptop. The screen brightens, and an “HP” logo appears center mass. Still laying on her 
side, she feels around the keyboard for the small fingerprint scanner. Her finger finds the 
groove and slides into place. After a second, the logo disappears, and a pre-deployment 
picture appears with desktop icons overlaid. 
 The picture is of her platoon on the previous New Year’s Day. Of the Marines that 
were about to deploy, Corporal Huggins only feels close to three of them. Her fireteam. 
The fireteam consisted of Corporal Hamask, Corporal Huggins, Lance Corporal Lee, and 
Lance Corporal Cooper. She remembers the post-deployment promotion ceremony for Lee 
and Cooper, how she and Hamask had pinned Corporal chevrons on the two former-Lance 
Corporals. It was a favorite moment for her. She remembers when Lee and Cooper had 
gotten to the fleet, how lost they were. Pinning Corporal chevrons on them could be 
compared to a parent seeing their child graduate. Corporal Huggins had immense pride in 
how far Lee and Cooper had come. This photo was from before that moment. She looks at 
herself and her three companions. A four-person family about to go to war. She is silent 
and still, remembering. 
 The desktop shortcuts are aligned to the right and carefully placed to not cover 
anyone’s face. She clicks the iTunes icon and selects the “Now That’s What I Call 
Christmas” album she has downloaded. It is Christmas Eve, after all. Corporal Huggins 
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has a special fondness for the album because she’d received a physical copy as a kid. A 
copy that Carter had accidentally scratched. Minimizing iTunes, she listens as the music 
starts. It blocks out what is happening in the other parts of the single-floor rental 
apartment. She apathetically goes to Facebook and begins navigating between different 
Facebook profiles of her friends. 
 “Wonder if anybody else is having as much fun as I am,” she mutters. 
 Unsurprisingly, the Facebook profiles she visits only reveal joyful families and 
friends. Most people avoid posting their dirty laundry. The first profile Corporal Huggins 
visits is Cooper’s. Loving family, Christmas Eve church service, matching Christmas 
sweaters, alcoholic eggnog. Disgusting. Corporal Huggins moves onto the next profile. Ko 
Lee. Also, a loving family. No Christmas Eve church service, but that isn’t an indicator of 
religious preference. Lee’s mother once tagged him in a picture of a muscular Korean 
Jesus on the cross. His abs were exceptionally defined. As a joke, Corporal Huggins had 
commented on it, “With abs like that, I’d love for him to save my soul!” The comment had 
been as successful as a lead balloon. She’d been so embarrassed by the joke that she 
deleted it a day later. Since that post, Corporal Huggins had been more careful about what 
she says online. Slowly, she moves the cursor to the search bar and types in the next 
name. 
 Hamask usually never posts things on Facebook because he hates social media 
and has never quite connected with it. Today is apparently an exception to the rule. 
Corporal Huggins sits up and peers at the single Facebook post from the last few months, 
a post that doesn’t originate with Hamask but was shared by him. It was originally a post 
by some Marine that Corporal Huggins doesn’t know. Hamask liked the original post and 
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had promptly shared it, as did other Marines. In the shared post, there is a hideously 
misshapen gingerbread house with some text underneath. 
 “My niece’s second-grade class is having a gingerbread house competition. Her 
gingerbread house is absolutely awful, but I want to see the other kids cry and parents get 
outraged. Let’s ruin Christmas. 
https://www.facebook.com/JeffersonSecondGradeClass21039.” 
 Corporal Huggins clicks on the link in the post. There are twenty-two gingerbread 
houses, and the unknown Marine’s niece’s gingerbread house is easily the worst. No 
competition. While other gingerbread houses have logical rows of candy and icing layers, 
the niece’s is a little more… unusual. It is apparent that she tried to make an icing 
Christmas tree in front of her gingerbread house, but it didn’t turn out well. The Christmas 
tree looks more like the swirly turd emoji. The gingerbread house itself has candies 
randomly stuck to the roof with icing in no discernable pattern. The windows and front door 
are just covered in white icing streaks that are neither straight nor aligned with the actual 
door or window outlines. Around the house's base, there are globs of icing with an 
unnecessarily abundant amount of sprinkling. 
 Corporal Huggins loves it. 
 She isn’t the only one. 
 Scrolling through the likes, she notices a pattern. 
 237 Marines have liked the photo so far. 
 The other entries had seven or eight likes, but the unknown Marine’s niece has likes 
from Corporal Huggins’s entire platoon and over two hundred more Marines. There are 
Motor Transport Marines from the other side of the country. Marines from pre-deployment 
training at 29 Palms that she’d met only once. There are Marines that have no mutual 
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friends with Corporal Huggins. 237 likes from Marines stationed around the world. The only 
non-Marine likes on the niece’s gingerbread house are her parents. This little girl is going 
to win her second-grade competition because a horde of Marines from across the world 
trolled the elementary school voting page. It’s probably messed up to ruin a second-grade 
gingerbread house competition. Corporal Huggins looks at the picture of the random 
Marine’s niece. She observes the girl’s awful gingerbread house. Careful, thought-out 
decisions are made. There is only one choice a Marine can make. 
 Click. 
 She casts her vote for the Marine’s niece. 
 Click. 
 Corporal Huggins shares the second-grade gingerbread house competition. Within 
seconds, someone has liked the shared post on Corporal Huggins’s Facebook profile. The 
pattern continues. 238 people have voted for niece’s gingerbread house. Now 239. 240, 
241, and so on. Corporal Huggins goes to Hamask’s comment section and begins reading 
the conversation. It’s predictably heinous, as most comment sections are. Thankfully, the 
Marines only commented on the shared Facebook post on Hamask’s profile, not the 
original post that the kids would see. The comments serve as an essential roadmap for 
how the Marines have been destroying this second-grade competition over the last hour. 
 “Derrick Youth: This is absolute gold, make those kids cry.” 
 “Riley Bastion: Done, they gonna learn today” 
 “Blake Tygers: I was going to vote for that Marine’s niece, but one of those other 
kids had airheads on theirs. Can’t vote against the dopest candy ever” 
 “Riley Bastion: Traitor @Blake Tygers” 
 “Black Tygers: Fuck you @Riley Bastion” 
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 “Sarah Cooper: 196 likes so far. We’re so close to 200!!!” 
 “James Hamask: If you aren’t going to be a team player @Blake Tygers, at least hit 
the share button and spread it around like you did with the clap.” 
 “Ko Lee: 200 votes for the niece!!!!” 
 “Blake Tygers: DUDE! Delete that shit!” 
 “Sarah Cooper: lol.” 
 “Sarah Cooper: screenshot @Blake Tygers” 
 “Ko Lee: lol” 
 “Ko Lee: Also, 213 likes now!!!” 
 “Riley Bastion: Honestly, I’m not surprised @Blake Tygers” 
 “Riley Bastion: But agreed, probably should at least hit the share button lol” 
 “Derrick Youth: we’re slaughtering the other kids. The votes are up to 251 for the 
niece now” 
 Corporal Huggins starts typing a comment but stops. Getting involved in this would 
probably be a bad idea. She’s learned from the Korean Jesus situation. This could also go 
poorly for Hamask. The comment wasn’t exactly in the best taste, even if it is hilariously 
savage. As she is thinking the comment section over, she hears something fall in the other 
room and a series of things shatter. She removes her headphones. Carter is crying. Mr. 
Huggins lectures Carter. Corporal Huggins devolves from a Marine into a demoralized, 
hunched over, and emotionally drained husk. Her soul shrivels. 
 Corporal Huggins shuts her laptop and listens. 
 “Just go to your room. You’ve made enough of a mess!” 
 There’s the scraping of feet on the ground past Corporal Huggins’ door. Down the 
hall, Carter’s door opens and closes. The female husk on the bed listens for a moment. 
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Nothing happens. She stands and walks to the door. Noiselessly, she slips out and goes 
down the hallway to her brother’s room. Two knocks on the door. She then twists the 
doorknob and whispers through the crack. 
 “It’s just me. Can I come in?” 
 “Yes,” Carter mumbles. 
 She slips into the room and closes the door. Carter sits on the edge of the bed, 
looking at the ground. She sits next to him, as if they were little children once again. 
 “What happened?” 
 “I tripped over the cord, the one connecting the lights to the wall. I didn’t mean to.” 
 “I know you didn’t. Are you okay?” 
 “Yes, but the tree fell.” 
 “It’s a silly plastic tree, and you didn’t mean to.” 
 “I like the tree. It’s not silly.” 
 “You’re right, Carter. It’s not silly. It’s a nice tree,” she gently says to her brother. 
 The pair sit there. Carter’s sister opens her mouth to talk but then closes it again. 
Carter rubs his foot against the ground. He is in a Charlie Brown themed Christmas shirt. 
It’s thin and can be seen through when held up to the light. Carter has plenty of clothes, so 
the wear and tear is from preference instead of poverty. Christmas means the world to 
him. Corporal Huggins doesn’t share this sentiment anymore. The magic of the holidays is 
gone for her. She doesn’t know why or how or even when this happened, but the feeling is 
just gone. To her, Christmas is just another cold day where she is expected to come home 
and face a reality she doesn’t know how to deal with. 
 There’s a long, silent moment before she says, “You like Christmas, right? Stores 
are closed right now, but I bet I can find a gingerbread house kit on the day after 
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Christmas. It will even be discounted, I’m sure it’ll be. Would you like to make a 
gingerbread house with me before I leave?” 
 Carter looks up at his sister. His face is fearful, as if this is some cruel joke. 
 “Really?” he asks in a small voice. 
 “Really.” 
 “Can we use yellow frosting on the gingerbread house?” there’s hope in his voice. 
 “Yes, I can get some yellow frosting for the gingerbread house.” 
 “That’s my favorite.” 
 “I know it is, Carter. I know.” 
 “I want to do the gingerbread house by myself. I’m gonna show mom and dad that I 
can.” 
 “Okay, if you need any help, I’ll be there for you.” 
 In a serious tone, Carter responds, “I can do it by myself.” 
 “I know you can. I’ll just watch,” Carter’s sister responds. 
 Carter nods. A silent moment passes. He scoots a little closer to her and puts his 
head on her shoulder. 
 “I’m sorry I knocked the tree over.” 
 “You don’t have to apologize for anything.” 
 “I love you, sissy.” 
 “I love you, too, Carter.” 
 Carter bites his lip, then quietly says, “Please, don’t go back to the Marines.” 
 Corporal Huggins turns away from her brother. Her eyes start to water. She says 
nothing. The front door can be heard opening. Mrs. Huggins is back from work. Mr. 





 You are told that a helicopter has fallen from the sky. “It happens,” says an 
uninvolved Marine, “scary shit, but it happens. You can’t trust an Osprey. Those 
helicopters have been having issues for years.” As the Crash Fire Rescue Marines sift 
through the wreckage, people start playing the blame game. Maintenance is investigated, 
but Maintenance points their collective finger at Fuels. Fuels deny the accusations and 
provide samples of perfectly usable JP-8. “That bird was provided clean fuel, so don’t go 
blaming us,” says a Marine Fueler. The pilots are turned to next. What was their training 
schedule like over the last few weeks? How have they been conducting themselves? The 
wreckage is still warm as the investigation heats up. This isn’t your problem, though. You 
weren’t in the helicopter that fell from the sky. Your body isn’t burned. It’s still usable. The 
Marine Corps takes note of this, of your very functional body. A representation of the 
Marine Corps comes to you. 
 “There were pre-deployment Marines in there, so we got spots to fill. Each of you 
has an end of service date that isn’t for another year, right?” 
 “Yes, Staff Sergeant,” you and three of your companions say. 
 “Good. Pack your shit. You’re redeploying.” 
 Being the good Marine you are, you proceed to “pack your shit” as ordered. Bags 
are filled. Barracks rooms are cleaned. Cars and civilian items are put into storage. It’s all 
done. Quickly, efficiently, simply. All because a helicopter fell from the sky. 
 The investigation is still ongoing as you lug your seabag and ILBE pack to the 
sidewalk to get on the buses that will take you away. It’s a familiar scene, but with a slight 
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twist. Everything unfolds in reverse of what happened a few short months ago when you 
returned from a deployment. This is the order of operations: 
1. Marines slowly trickle from barracks rooms and cars in the parking lot towards the 
waiting buses. 
2. Marines are organized and load themselves onto the bus. 
3. The buses start and begin making their way to the armory. 
4. Marines exit the buses, retrieve their rifles, and get back on the buses. 
5. The buses start the hour-long trip to the departure point at Cherry Point, NC. 
 It’s as if the hands of a clock started to go backward for you. It seems like the same 
bus, the same seat, the same rifle, the same everything. It all feels the same. There’s a 
comfort to it. This world that you are traveling to is familiar and straightforward. Bad guys 
are people that shoot at you. Good guys are people that shoot with you. Civilians are 
people without guns. There’s some grey area between those categories sometimes but 
there are Rules of Engagement for those situations to avoid making a wrong decision. 
There are clear definitions for things and for people. People will act in predictable ways. 
 Over there, it’s an understandable world in many ways that the homeland isn’t 
because life is just simpler. A girl won’t get stood up by her boyfriend in Afghanistan 
because that is utterly impossible. A guy won’t be lonely in a small tent with his peers. In 
fact, he’ll have too much time with his comrades. While there will undoubtedly be concerns 
of infidelity by a ‘loving’ partner, a person won’t really be able to do anything about it, which 
provides some amount of acceptance. Family responsibilities are liquidated and drained 
into a single email that you might receive once a week. The only thing that matters is being 
a good teammate and a good Marine. You think about all this as you transverse the 
Atlantic in a plane with a hundred or more of your brothers and sisters. All of the personal 
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issues become less important. The only thing that matters is if you can do your job. Can 
you support the team? Can you follow orders? Can you act like a Marine should? That’s all 
that matters. 
 In a warped way, you find getting shot at and mortared to be easier than being in 
the United States. Don your FLAK jacket and Kevlar helmet when necessary. Ensure your 
rifle is always within reach. Have your individual first aid kit ready and easily accessible. 
It’s an understandable and predictable lifestyle. There’s comfort to knowing your place in 
the world, knowing your purpose, and how to measure success at achieving this purpose. 
It is like you are one small gear in a collection of pieces that make up a clock. As long as 
you do your part, your team will be successful and the ‘clock’ will function. 
 You look at your three teammates. These three people you completed your last 
deployment with. The three people you spent your post-deployment time with. Teammates 
that you are now redeploying with. This feels right, as if you’re going home after a long day 
at work. It feels like your time in the United States was the actual deployment; that the 
United States is just a strange and foreign place. Maybe, your home has become where 
you are deploying. Maybe, your home is simply with these Marines that you shared so 
many experiences with. They feel like your family, like your tribe. There is a similarity in 
customs, clothing, and language that separates you from the people outside of the Marine 
Corps. This world around you feels and looks familiar. 
  
 
This redeployment feels like your homecoming. 
